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((\f we act upon 
what science can 
tell us about 


parenting, we 
can develop more 
benign societies. )? 


Forewords 


There was a moment of shock when I first realized how 
much impact the everyday interactions between parent 
and child can have on a child’s developing brain. Yet 

the mass of scientific research on this subject was not 
getting through to parents or to the public arena. This 

is what fuelled my passion to write a book that would 
not be just one more opinion on parenting (we have quite 
enough of these already), but would rather empower 
parents to make informed choices for their children 
based on what we can learn from these scientific studies. 

This book would not have been written without the 
ground-breaking research of Professor Jaak Panksepp in 
the US, who has been studying the emotional brain 
for more than 30 years. His findings are not only 
significant within the world of neuroscience, but also 
have major implications for humankind. His work, 
and that of others, offers us joined-up thinking about 
why so many children grow up to be adults who suffer 
from depression, anxiety, or problems with anger. 

If we are prepared to act upon what science can tell 
us about parenting, we can push forward to develop more 
benign societies with greater compassion, capacity to 
reflect, and respect for difference. Perhaps, too, society 
will begin to see that by nurturing parents, children will 
be empowered to thrive. 


Margot Sunderland 
Director of Education and Training, 
Centre for Child Mental Health, London 


This second edition of this superb manual for optimal 
child rearing practices describes how healthy minds 
emerge from emotionally well-fertilized brains. The 
affective and cognitive qualities of childcare - even 
before birth — can have lifelong consequences for mental 
health. Children whose emotional feelings are cherished 
and respected will live more happily than those whose 
early passions are not acknowledged and soothed. 
Excessive distress and loving care have lasting negative 
and positive consequences on the emotional circuits and 
cognitive abilities of developing brains. 


Modern neuroscience has illuminated how brain 
structures and neural-chemistries elaborate emotionality 
in animals, which has direct implications for infant and 
childhood mental health. As we better understand the “ Here we have 
nature of social emotional urges within children’s brains, gq scientifically secure 
we will be able to open more doors to children thriving. base for child-rearing 
The pre-school years are especially critical for the future practices in the 
success of every child. Margot Sutherland has brilliantly 5) ¢; century. ) 
updated the abundant scientific evidence of our ever- 
increasing knowledge of developing brains and minds. 

She shares a scientifically informed secure base for child- 
rearing practices that can help make this a better world. 


Jaak Panksepp, PhD 

Professor and Baily Endowed Chair of Animal Well-Being Sciences, 

Department of Integrative Physiology and Neuroscience, Washington State University 
Distinguished Research Professor Emeritus, 

Department of Psychology, Bowling Green State University 

Head of Affective Neuroscience Research, 

The Falk Centre for Molecular Therapeutics, Northwestern University 
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Introduction 


I have written this second edition of What Every Parent 
Needs to Know from the standpoint of a professional who 
for 17 years has been studying the long-term impact of 
parenting decisions on the child’s developing brain. I am 
all too aware of how much harm has been done to 
countless children over the generations as a result of 
opinion-based parenting (or “nanny knows best”). With 
this edition of the book I am also writing from the 
perspective of a working parent who is extremely 
familiar with the joys, the anxieties, the stress, and 
profound feelings of fulfilment of parenting children. 


Iam thrilled that now, because of the recent advances in 
our knowledge of the brain science of human relationships, 
we don't need to repeat the mistakes of the past. However, 
so much of this vital scientific knowledge has not been 
getting through to parents. Also, significant advances 
have been made in the ten years since the first edition of 
«i Now we have a greater this book. In writing this new edition I want to bring the 


understa nding of how most up-to-date research to parents so they can make 
to help children thrive, informed decisions — to give them evidence-based 
things can change for parenting skills. Parents have a right to know the impact 
the better, in the family of their parenting choices and ways of relating to each 
scape society, too. )) other and their children on a child’s developing brain; 


it’s as much a right as knowing about their nutritional 
needs. I have drawn on over 2,000 scientific studies from 


laboratories, medical departments, and universities all 


over the world. But rest assured I am also committed to ( To experience 
communicating in a jargon-free, accessible language. a warm world inside 
your head depends 
very much on special 
‘one-to-one’ moments 
with your parents. ?? 


Research shows that parent-child relationships change 
brains, not just minds. The evidence is overwhelming 
that our childhood experience with our parents also 
dramatically impacts our later physical and mental 
health, for better or worse. It can affect whether children 
are likely to go on to lead deeply rewarding lives, or 
whether they might have stress-related blood pressure 
problems, suffer from dementia, have a compromised 


immune system, or experience anxiety. In addition, 
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(So many grown-ups 
can’t manage stress 
well. Because no one 
helped them enough 
with stress and distress 
in childhood, they never 
set up effective stress- 
regulating systems in 
their brains. ?? 


since the publication of the first edition there have been 
new findings: we now know that parenting can even 
turn on or off key genes, protect against cancer, help 

a person enjoy longevity, and a lot more. So with the 
evidence-based parenting practices described in this 
book, you can give your child the very best gift of 
quality of life, stacking the cards the right way for better 
long-term mental and physical health. Without it, it’s too 
easy to choose some commonly accepted child-rearing 
practices, which can damage a child’s brain and body. 
This book is here to help ensure you don't do that! 


The latest brain science brings with it the need for a real 
paradigm shift by parents. Rather than simply thinking 
about the immediacy of whether to sleep train or not, 
use controlled crying or not, co-sleep or not, ignore 
tantrums, use the naughty step, or let toddlers play 

on tablets, we need to ask ourselves the following 
questions: “How are my parenting choices now likely to 
affect the long-term chemical balance and higher human 
functions in my child’s brain? How are the ways I relate 
to my child on a daily basis going to affect her 
physiology, her ability to make good decisions under 
stress, the likelihood of her suffering from anxiety or 
depression later, or capacity to go on to thrive in the 
world of work and personal relationships?”. Neuroscience 
does not provide the solution to the jigsaw in our 
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understanding of what children need to be able to thrive, 
but it is a vital jigsaw piece. 


Some people say, “Look, we don’t need to be told how to 
parent. All you need to do is love them! Children grow 
up just fine without parenting experts!”. If good 
parenting comes naturally, how come we have this 
statistic: in 2014, there were over 57 million medicinal 
items dispensed in the UK for depressive illness and 
anxiety disorders. There are only 53 million people in 
the country!' This speaks so loudly about the fact that 
parenting practices in the past have not supported the 
best quality of life for our children. We now know the 
parenting practices that change children’s brains in such 


a way as to protect against depression and other mental 
health problems in later life. And the good news is that 
it’s never too late to change how you parent to bring 
about these wonderful results for your child. 


(Some children grow 
up with hearts big 
enough to feel the 
suffering of humankind; 
not just people in their 
close circle but those 
with different views, 


So why does parenting have such an impact on a child’s 
brain and body? The answer is that when a child is born, 
her brain is still forming - it’s not finished. Some of the 
brain cells are still in the process of moving to the right 
place (a process called migration). In the first year of 
life, genes key for emotional well-being are still being 
expressed. In addition, vital regulatory systems are being cultures, and beliefs 
set up in the infant’s brain and body. All these acutely to their own.?? 
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( Parenting power sensitive processes are very vulnerable to adverse change 
means that your child from stress in the infant’s life. So your relationship with 
will not lose her awe your child in these early years is a massively impactful 
and wonder about the experience. Furthermore, your child’s brain is like an 
world as she moves unwired computer. Whether it will be wired up for 


into adulthood. ”? “calm” or “alarm” will depend again so much on your 


relationship with your child. 


You might think that surely it’s genes that count, not just 
parenting style. In terms of mental and physical health, 


yes it is. We have vulnerability genes and protective 


genes. But the picture is no longer as simple as nurture 
versus nature. In recent years, scientists working in the 
field of epigenetics have found that genes can be turned 
on or off by external and environmental factors — and 
this includes parenting style. The right sort of parenting 
will turn off vulnerability genes and turn on protective 
ones and the wrong sort of parenting will do the reverse. 


In short, we have now entered a brand new era of 
parenting, where for the first time we have the scientific 
evidence, not just opinions, that explains how to enable 
a child to thrive. In this second edition of my book I will 
show you this evidence. I have revisited the contents of 
each chapter and included the latest research in every 
section. I have reorganized the chapters, too. There is 
one that focuses on how to help your child to develop a 
capacity for fun, humour, and spontaneity, and another 
that looks specifically at how parenting can ensure your 
child fulfils her potential. Special relationship times are 
vitally important for you both so I have added a new 
chapter full of practical play ideas backed up by brain 
science that help you have the best relationship. There 
are still chapters that look at sleep, behaviour, and 
crying, and, as well looking after you. Overall this book 
provides you with key evidence-based skills to support 
you in the enormously important task of being a parent. 
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aC Experience can 
change the mature 
brain... but 
experience during 
critical periods 
of childhood 
organizes actual 
brain systems. )? 
Bruce Parry 
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your child’s brain 


4 


Parents are not magicians. They can’t guarantee 
their children happiness in later life, or protect 
them from loss and rejection. But they can 
dramatically influence systems in their children’s 
brains that are key to the potential for a deeply 
fulfilling life, as we shall see throughout this 
book. Before we start it is important to 


understand a few facts about the human brain. 
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The evolution of the brain 


About 300 million years ago, reptiles had evolved on Earth. Mammals and finally 
humans followed much later. Amazingly, the structure of our human brain still 
bears witness to this history. Around six to seven million years ago, the earliest 

of our human relatives (hominids) had a brain about half the size of our own. 


Our lower brains are very like 
those of other mammals, but our 
higher brains, or frontal lobes, are 
much larger, so we can think more 
deeply than any other animal 


a ae: 


= 


A chimpanzee has small frontal lobes 
(shown in blue), so it thinks mainly in 
the present 


Our large frontal lobes (blue area) allow us 
to imagine, reason, and solve problems. 


How our brains grew 


The brain remained small in the first upright man, Homo 
erectus (about 1.5 million years ago). By around 200,000 years 
ago the brain of our direct ancestor, Homo sapiens, had grown 
massively, matching our own modern brain in size and 
showing a connectedness that suggests an advanced ability 

to generate new ideas. Some 50,000 years ago, humans were 
painting, making ornaments and jewellery, and adopting 
religion, but it still took a long time for humans to develop 
the capacity for sophisticated thinking that we enjoy today. 


So what are our brains like today? 
Our brains are made up of many interconnecting structures, 
which include our early reptilian brain, a lower, or 
mammalian, brain, and — the crowning glory of evolution - a 
higher human brain. Each region of the brain is connected to 
the others by a network of nerves, yet has its own functions. 
Sometimes the brain regions work together in a beautifully 
coordinated way and, with the activation of some pro-social 
brain chemicals, this brings out the best in humans. At other 
times, the brain's alarm systems are in the driving seat, even 
when there is no physical or psychological threat. This can 
make people act in ways that cause all manner of misery to 
themselves and also to others. The incredible thing is that, 
as a parent, you can influence both the development and the 
activation of key functions and systems in your child’s brain 
and the way that these systems interact. 


Basic instincts 

Humans might feel superior to other animals because they 
have the most developed higher thinking brain. But we are 
not superior in terms of the old reptilian and mammalian 
regions of our brain. In fact, these parts of our brains are very 
similar in overall organization (relative to size) to those of 
other mammals. These more ancient brain regions have 
mostly stayed the same over millions of years. As one scientist 
said, “It’s like carrying around an ancient museum inside our 
heads.”" What’s more, our higher, rational, brain can easily be 
hijacked by these lower regions. When we feel unsafe, 
physically or psychologically, impulses from the reptilian and 
mammalian parts of our brain can hijack our higher human 
functions, and we can behave like a threatened animal. We 
can experience impulsive “fight-or-flight” reactions that make 
us lash out with rage or move into anxious behaviour. 

As a parent, you can have an impact on your child’s brain 
so that his higher brain will be able, for most of the time, to 
manage the primitive lower brain reactions. Parenting will 
influence your child’s higher brain (in particular the frontal 
lobes), lower brain (mammalian/limbic system), and the 
brain stem, which includes the mid-brain. 


The reptilian brain evolved around The mammalian brain evo! 


go. It is instinctive, million years ago, and w 


300 million years ag 
controlling body functions such as brain prog 


breathing and digestion, and has such as car 


functions based on survival and bond 


(e) 


Humans have been aroun 
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“(The world is very 
old and human 


beings are very 
2 


young. 
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About the brain 


The brain is made up of key areas: the largest is the cerebrum, consisting of four 
regions, or lobes. The cerebrum is also in two halves, or hemispheres, often 
referred to as the right and left brain. One of the regions, the frontal lobes, is 
also known as the higher brain. This area is affected by parenting as are the 
corpus callosum, which links the right and left brains; the mammalian, or lower, 
brain; the brain stem; and the cerebellum, an area behind the brain stem. 


How you raise and respond to a child has a powerful influence on how the different parts of 
the brain are activated. At birth, higher human functions are not “on-line” and the connections 
between the different parts of the brain are not fully formed. Nurturing parenting instead of 
stress-inducing parenting can help optimal development of these functions and connections. 


THE FRONTAL LOBES 


The largest of the four major lobes of the higher brain, these 
are located at the front of the brain. Frontal lobe functions 

include the ability to learn, attend, and concentrate; plan and 
problem solve; manage stress; and control impulse. There are 
several regions each with a different 


function: the dorsolateral 
prefrontal cortex, the 


CORPUS ERICSON, ventromedial prefrontal 


This structure (shown in green) is a complex cortex, and the 
band of fibres that joins the left and right 
hemispheres of the brain, acting as the main 
information pathway between them. The right (see also page 22). 
and left sides process the world in very different 
ways. The language centres are largely on 

the left, so the left brain processes verbal 
communication and attends to detail. The 

right processes the world more in terms of 


orbitofrontal cortex 


This part of 
the higher brain is involved in 


m 
overviews, emotional atmospheres, and emotional and social intelligence 


through images and metaphors. Unlike the and can lead to the greatest 
left brain, it has strong links to the lower, achievements in humans when it 
or mammalian, brain and the body, so has works in harmony with the lower 


a far more embodied take on the world (mammalian) brain. 


THE LOWER BRAIN 


Also known as the mammalian brain, limbic system, or 
even the emotional brain, this region has the same chemical 
systems and structures as in other mammals, such as 
chimpanzees. The area contains seven huge hormonal forces 
~ the genetically ingrained emotional systems (see page 29). 
There are three alarm systems - RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC/ 
GRIEF - and three calm and well-being, or pro-social, 
systems — CARE, SEEKING, and PLAY - and, finally, LUST3 
These systems are like muscles. The more we activate one of 
them, the more it becomes part of the personality. The way 
you parent dictates which of these systems is in the driving 
seat in your child’s life. There are key structures within the 
lower brain that are connected to particular emotions. 


The anterior cingulate is a key 
region of the CARE system. It 
triggers well-being chemicals 
when we feel loved or loving, but 
withdraws them when the PANIC/ 
GRIEF system is triggered. 


The caudate nucleus plays an 
important role in higher human 
functioning, goal direction, 
action and approach, and 
attachment behaviour. 


The amygdala i 
is an important structure involved 
in the RAGE and FEAR systems. 
It works out the emotional meaning 
of everything that happens to a 
person. It can trigger the release 

of high levels of stress hormones. 


The hippocampus is a 
key memory system in 
the brain. This and the 
prefrontal cortex hold 
autobiographical memory. 
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BRAIN STEM AND THE MID-BRAIN 

This part of the brain (coloured blue) is essential 
for regulation of key body functions — heart rate, 
breathing, eating, arousal and consciousness, 
and the sleep cycle. It also includes both reward 
centres and alarm systems. Alarm systems 
include the locus coeruleus, which releases 
noradrenaline when we are stressed, often 
interfering with clear thinking, and the 
periaqueductal grey, or PAG, which triggers 

very defensive behaviour such as fight-flight- 
freeze. It also plays a key role in all the seven 
genetically ingrained systems (see left) 

Sleep apnoeas in sudden infant death 
syndrome are caused by failure in arousal 

in this part of the brain 


CEREBELLUM 

Situated behind the brain stem, scientists 
used to think that the cerebellum (coloured 
pink) only helped with motor coordination, 
control, and postural balance. It is now 
known that this part of the brain is also 
associated with emotional intelligence.‘ 
Pathways between this region and the 
higher brain are key for social intelligence, 
skill learning, and emotional regulation 
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Parenting the brain 


For centuries we have been using child-rearing techniques without any 
awareness of the possible long-term effects on a child’s developing brain. 
This is because, until now, we couldn't see the effect of our actions on what 
was going on inside a child’s brain. However, we now know that the way 
parents interact with their child can have long-term effects on his brain 
functions and on the chemical balance in his brain. 


GONSIDERSGilS=: 


Loss of brain cells (neurons) is part of 
the brain’s natural “sculpting process”, 
which continues throughout life. In the 
strengthening of key connections in 
the brain, unnecessary or under-used 
pathways are pruned away. At birth we 
have around 200 billion brain cells, but 
by the age of one we have already lost 
some 80 billion of them. By the teenage 
years we have lost about go billion 
brain cells; by the age of 35, about 100 
billion brain cells, and by the age of 70, 
about 105 billion. This is all because of 
what is known as “synaptic pruning” 
It’s just the same as pruning back a 
rose bush to make it grow well 


With the advances of neuroscience, brain scans, and years 

of research on the brains of primates and other mammals 
(whose emotional brains have virtually the same architecture 
and chemical systems as ours), we now have vital information 
about the impact of different ways of parenting on a child's 
brain. Your approach can determine whether or not your 
child’s brain systems and brain chemistries are activated in 
such a way as to enable him to enjoy a rich and rewarding life. 


Parenting style has so much influence over how 
your baby’s emotional brain develops 
You as parents have great influence over how the emotional 
brain develops, in particular because there are critical periods 
of brain growth in the first years of life. The infant brain 
starts to form new brain pathways at a very rapid rate during 
this time. In fact, 90 percent of the growth of the human 
brain occurs in the first five years of life. Over these crucial 
years, millions of brain connections are being formed, 
unformed, and then re-formed, directly under the influence 
of your child’s life experiences and in particular his emotional 
experiences with you. 

By the age of seven, this massive sculpting activity 
slows down because more and more brain cells are being 
myelinated. (Myelin is a whitish material made up of protein ~ 
and fats that surrounds the brain cells in sheaths, like a form 
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of insulation.) Myelination enables better communication 
between brain cells and strengthens brain pathways, fixing 
them in place. Hence there is some scientific truth 
underpinning the often quoted Jesuit assertion, “Give me 


Brain wiring from birth These 
diagrams show how a baby's 


a child until the age of seven, and I will give you the man?” higher brain forms connections at 
a very rapid rate as it is sculpted by 
The parent-child connection experiences in the first years of life. 
f fs : é At the beginning, brain cells are 
Everythin 
Oe ing pee pany eennaices with you will scree new uncorinectedilike canalinnamies 
brain pathways in his higher brain (frontal lobes). The human in a computer. 
brain is specifically designed this way so that it can be wired 
up to adapt to the particular environment in which it finds ‘ pesren 


itself. This adaptability works for or against the well-being of a 
child. If, for example, a child has a bullying parent, his brain 
can start to adapt to living in a bullying world, with all 


manner of changes in brain structure and brain chemical 

connection 
A newborn baby has around 200 billion 
brain cells, but few connections. 


systems, which may result in hypervigilance, heightened 
aggression, or fear reactions, or heightened attack/defence 
impulses in the reptilian part of his brain. With emotionally 
responsive parenting, however, vital connections will form in 
his brain that enable him to cope well with stress in later life; 
form fulfilling relationships; manage anger well; be kind and 
compassionate; have the will and motivation to follow his 
dreams; experience the deepest calm; and be able to love in 
peace. So the way you listen to your child, play with him, 

cuddle him, comfort him, and treat him when he is being neni pee tint a 
naughty are of real significance. more connections. 


Setting up higher human functions 

Much of the infant brain is developed after birth not before, 
so it is open to being sculpted by both negative and positive 
parent-child interactions. At birth, your child’s higher brain 
(see page 18) is very unfinished, so much so that a newborn 
baby is often referred to as an “external fetus” (see page 36). 
Babies are born with in the region of 200 billion brain cells, 
but they have very few connections between these cells in synaptic pruning has begun 
their higher brain — so it’s not “on-line”. Some of these 


In a child of about two years, the brain 
wiring has become more complex and 


Different parts of the frontal lobes 
(shown as coloured areas on the 
diagram below) can develop 
wonderfully in your child’s brain with 
emotionally responsible parenting, 
but may remain underdeveloped 
with other sorts of parenting. 

© Orbitofrontal region (pink) 

plays a key role in the effective 
management of strong feelings and 
the inhibiting of primitive impulses 
from the lower brain. It also helps 
a child to respond sensitively to 
other people, and to read their 
emotional and social cues. 

© Dorsolateral prefrontal region 
(yellow): involved with our ability 
to think, plan, and reflect and 

make choices. 


¢ Ventromedial region (blue) 
involves a child's ability to think 
about emotional experiences and 


calms the mammalian/reptilian 
parts of the brain when they go 
into a state of alarm, 


e Anterior cingulate region (green): 
helps us to focus attention and 
tune into our own thoughts 
(self-awareness). 


The two brain hemispheres are split 
apart here to reveal the structures of 
the mammalian brain deep inside. 
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connections will be largely responsible for the emotional and 
social intelligence of your child, and it is over these i 
connections that you have so much influence. 

Good parenting has a dramatic effect on a child’s higher 
brain. The frontal lobes are often referred to as the social 
organs because their optimal development is so dependent 
on having really good relationship experiences. When these 
happen, vital frontal lobe functions come on-line and your 
child’s emotional and social intelligence develops, and with it 
his ability to learn, concentrate, reflect, plan, and control his 
impulses to lash out or run away, and to empathize, stay 
stable under stress, and problem solve. 


The brain's alarm systems are on-line at birth 
Because your child’s higher rational brain is so unfinished at 
birth, initially his lower brain, which is already on-line, will 
be in the driving seat. When babies and toddlers have 
primitive explosive outbursts it is because the alarm systems 
in their lower brains have been triggered. Your child’s brain 
is awash with stress hormones, which tells him that there is 
a terrible threat — hence the explosive outburst. A baby 
simply can’t calm himself down because his frontal lobes 

are not on-line yet. 

There are many alarm systems in the lower and reptilian 
parts of the brain: in particular the amygdala in the limbic 
system, the periaqueductal grey (PAG) in the midbrain, and 
the locus coeruleus in the brain stem (see page 19). 

One of the main functions of the amygdala is to work out 

the emotional meaning of everything that happens to you. 

If it senses that something threatening is happening, it 
communicates with another structure in the brain called the 
hypothalamus (see page 41), which actions the release of stress 
hormones, to prepare the body for fight or flight. To a young 
child, a “terrible threat” might be that he’s lost his dummy, 
you have put the baked beans too close to the ham on his 
plate, or you are putting him into his car seat! These massive 
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There is an amazing flow of 
emotional energy and information 
from your brain to your child's brain 
and from your body to your child's 
body. This is also true with other 
adults who play an important role in 
your child’s life. Your emotional state, 
and what's going on in your frontal 
lobes, will have a direct and powerful 
impact on key emotional systems in 
your child's brain and key arousal 
systems in your child's body. 
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When we experience feelings of 
fear, rage, or sadness, brain scans 
show large areas of activation (red) 
in the lower and mid parts of the 
brain and deactivation (purple), 


largely in higher brain areas 


Fear produce 


structures in the 


Anger produces activation deep in the 


brain stem 


Sadness : 
CARE (attachme 


“over-reactions” occur because he can't calm the amygdala 
through thinking, coupled with the fact that he does not 
have a working backdrop of years of life experiences to 
know that he is sweating the small stuff. Such outbursts 
are never naughty, but normal in terms of his stage of brain 
development. Hence he should never be punished when 
he’s like this; instead, soothe and empathize with him. 


You are your child's emotion regulator 

When the alarm systems have triggered in your child’s brain, 
you are his absolute lifeline to helping him regulate his states 
of high emotional arousal and bodily arousal (the autonomic 
nervous system, see pages 44-45). He simply cannot manage 
these states on his own. If his crying is not responded to he 
will eventually stop crying, but this is a desperate closing 
down, known as dissociation (the “freeze” part of fight- 
flight-freeze). It should never be confused with feeling calm. 
Times of quiet and silence like this often generate far higher 
levels of stress hormones than when the baby is crying. Not 
knowing this leaves too many parents still using “cry-it-out 
sleep training” and other such stress-inducing interventions 
(see Crying and separations, pages 34-63). 

Emotionally responsive parenting will enable your baby to 
establish effective stress-regulatory systems in his brain. By 
soothing your baby’s distress, particular brain pathways form 
that naturally quieten stress. If you do this day after day you 
are literally helping to establish the stress-regulating systems 
essential for his 1Q (intelligence quotient) and EQ (emotional 
intelligence) and his ability to thrive in the future at work and 
in personal relationships.® There is a mass of research that 
shows that lack of effective stress regulatory systems is at the 
core of mental illness and much of the violence in our society 
today. Drug addiction, alcohol abuse, sex addiction, self- 
harm, eating disorders, and smoking are desperate attempts 
to change very painful chemical states in the brain. Brain 


scans reveal that violent adults are still driven, like infants 


and toddlers, by the rage/fear, defence/attack responses deep 


in the lower (mammalian) brain.® 


As a parent, you can prevent your child from 
having to live like this 

You cannot save your child from life's inevitable sufferings, but 
you can have a dramatic impact on his quality of life by 
parenting in such a way that effective stress-regulating systems 
and anti-anxiety chemical systems are firmly established in his 
brain. Consistent emotion regulation is challenging, but brings 
enormous rewards. If you have two or more under-fives, you 


may find meeting your children’s every need can feel relentless 


at times; a young child has an emotional regulatory need every 


20 seconds.’ These demands do ease significantly from the 


(() need to 
be calmed”? 


A distressed, upset child needs your 


hir 


ig, and physical 


er dysregulated 


) body and brain 


into balance. 


(( Because your 
child’s higher brain 
is So unfinished, his 
lower brain will be 
in the driving seat. )? 
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“(The developing 
brain, in the crucial 
first years of life, is 
highly vulnerable 
to stress.) 


(Be excited 
with me?? 


In helping your child to establish 
effective stress-regulating systems in 
her brain, she needs to be deeply met 
in joy as well as in emotional pain. This 
is because joy is a stressful high-arousal 
state, too. So meet her exuberance with 
your own. When children are not helped 
with the “stress” of joy, they can be 
frightened of the bodily arousal of 
excitement in later life.® 


from the age of four, but in the meantime you will definitely 
need breaks and to bring in other willing adults as emotional 
regulators, That said, put the work in during these early years 
and you give your child one of the best gifts possible—the 
ability to handle stress well. It’s at the very core of resilience 
and being able to thrive in relationships. 


Your child’s body is in your hands, too 
There are stress regulatory systems in the body, too—the 
autonomic nervous system (ANS) is also known as the bodily 
arousal system. Again, emotionally regulating parenting 
helps develop a well-balanced autonomic nervous system, 

in turn influencing vulnerability to or protection from health 
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problems across a lifespan, and also longevity. Research shows 
that when comforting your child’s stress and distress, you are 
also regulating his autonomic nervous system and so 
positively affecting his digestive and elimination systems, his 
temperature control, his breathing and heart rate, as well as 
strengthening his immune system.® 

When a parent, often quite unwittingly, moves into 
stress-inducing rather than stress-relieving parenting, the child’s 
autonomic nervous system is thrown out of balance, which can 
result in a heart rate of up to 140 beats a minute in dysregulated 
children (the same as children who have been abused or 
neglected, see page 267). These children can then develop weight 
control issues; gastrointestinal disorders; breathing problems 
such as asthma; migraines; skin problems, such as eczema; 
or immune system deficiencies—now and/or in later life."° 


But many of us never got this gift of 
emotional regulation in our childhood 


We have only known fairly recently just how important 
empathic response is for children in setting up effective 
stress regulatory brain systems and lots of us didn’t get that 
kind of response ourselves as children. Many of us got an 
irritated or “get over it” response, or were ignored. Many 
of us were disciplined with anger, not with empathy, which, 
as we will see, strengthens the primitive “fight-flight” parts 
of our brain. 


So as an adult what can | do? 

If you suffer from stress, anxiety problems, or depression, it’s 
never too late to establish effective stress-regulatory systems 
in the brain. The best thing is to go and get the stress 
regulation you never had as a child in your adult life through 
psychotherapy or counseling. With repeated attuned 
emotional responsiveness from a therapist it is possible 

to establish these vital systems in your frontal lobes. 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


All mammals have alarm systems, 
designed to protect them from 
danger. Even today, the lower 
human brain shares very similar 
anatomy and chemistry with that of 
other mammals. In ancient times, 
these alarm systems were very 
useful and protected humans from 
predators. Today, these systems 
register alarm when we feel 
psychological stress. We can feel 
irrationally frightened or anxious 
when, in fact, there is no real 
danger (physical or psychological). 


“(You can have a 
dramatic impact on 
your child’s quality 
of life. ?? 
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(ym 
learning 
so fast?? 


There is a major growth spurt 

in the frontal lobes of a child’s 
brain in the first two years of life. 
This period is a great window of 
opportunity for establishing brain 
pathways that underpin learning 
and language development, and 
also for establishing antianxiety 
chemical systems in the brain. 


“(There are 
genetically ingrained 
systems in the lower 
brain for the most 
wonderful feelings 
of well-being, but 
whether these 
potentials get 
expressed depends 
largely on the 
parenting you get. ” 


Parenting can directly affect your 
child’s brain chemical systems 


We can be both wonderful and terrible—the brain carries the 
potential for both. Deep in the lower, or mammalian, brain, 
is the limbic system where human passion resides—both 
passionate love and passionate hate. There are systems here 
that trigger intense feelings of fear, hate, or rage, while others 
trigger the loveliest warm, compassionate, and generous 
feelings. This part of the brain fuels the most amazing acts of 
courage and kindness and the most terrible acts of cruelty. 
For over 35 years, leading neuroscientist Professor Jaak 
Panksepp has studied the alarm systems and well-being 
systems in the limbic system. His findings are now accepted 
and deeply revered. He found seven genetically ingrained 
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emotional systems in the limbic system. Each has a particular 
brain chemical profile. There are three alarm systems that 
trigger high levels of stress hormones: RAGE, FEAR, and 
PANIC/GRIEF. There are three calm and well-being systems, 
CARE (attachment), SEEKING, and PLAY systems known as 
pro-social systems, that trigger well-being chemicals such as 
opioids. The seventh system is LUST, which is not part of our 
discussion in this book. 

Just like a muscle, the more we activate one of these 
systems, the more developed as part of our personality it 
will become. So of course we want parenting that activates 
the calm/well-being systems and not the alarm systems. 
Throughout the book I will come back again and again 
to these systems to empower you as a parent to modify the 
RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC/GRIEF systems in your child’s 
brain and strengthen his pro-social systems. 

Some forms of parenting (such as being frequently yelled 
at or criticized; parents fighting, even mildly; verbal or 
physical aggression; traumatic separations from parents in the 
early years) repeatedly activate the child’s RAGE, FEAR, and 
PANIC/GRIEF systems. These systems trigger stress 
hormones, which ultimately can make us act like frightened 
or angry animals or become withdrawn or depressed. In 
contrast, some forms of parenting repeatedly activate the 
child’s CARE (attachment), SEEKING, and PLAY systems, 
which trigger pro-social chemicals. The good news is that it’s 
never too late to change a family culture so that the pro-social 
systems come to the fore. If not activated, these wonderful 
systems stay dormant, waiting for someone to wake them up. 


More about the calmm/well-being systems 

These are genetically ingrained systems for the most 
wonderful human capacities: tenderness, creativity, play, 
gentleness, kindness, and concern for others. Whether these 
potentials are expressed depends so much on how you are 
parented. Some of the key chemicals triggered by these 


CONSIDER THIS... 


If you don’t consistently comfort 
and calm a child who is experiencing 
a stressful amygdala trigger, it can 
lead to adverse changes in his 
brain. These include triggering of 
high levels of stress hormones. 
Over time this can bring about cell 
death in the parts of the brain 
associated with memory and 
emotional and social intelligence. 


When any of the alarm systems— 
RAGE, FEAR, or PANIC/GRIEF are 
triggered in a child’s lower brain, he 
will be in a state of emotional pain 
and intense bodily arousal unless 
an adult helps him to calm down. 
This is because once one of the 
alarm systems is triggered, 
neurochemical and hormonal 
forces will be activated, which can 
overwhelm the mind and body. 


CASE STUDY 


An angry young man 
Carl has grown up to be a very anxious 
and angry man, his life blighted 
because his mother didn’t know that 
in order for Carl's frontal lobes to 
develop well, he needed lots of 
soothing, comforting, and help with 
his lower brain's emotional systems 
of RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC/GRIEF. 
As a result, Carl never established the 
vital wiring in his frontal lobes to be 
able to develop social and emotional 
intelligence and to be able to calm 
himself down when under stress. 
When Carl was a baby he was left to 
cry. When he misbehaved or yelled and 
screamed, Carl’s mother hit him. When 
Carl was five, his father left home, but 
his mother decided not to talk about it, 
and to get on with life. Carl did not 
receive help with his lower brain's 
RAGE system or his PANIC/GRIEF 
system. As a result of his upbringing, 


Carl became an unhappy, anxious adult. 


Parents like Carl’s mother are not 
consciously cruel. Often, they don't 
have the information about the 
long-term effects of their actions and 
inactions, and parenting methods. 


systems are opioids. If the way we parent repeatedly activates 
these wonderful well-being chemicals in a child’s brain, they 
will increasingly become part of his personality and the brain 
will habituate to optimal levels of these and other calming 
chemicals (opioids often work in combination with oxytocin 
and prolactin). Therefore, neuroscientists refer to “emotional 
states becoming personality traits” or in shorthand: “states 
become traits.”"' The whole feel of the world changes when 
these chemical systems are in dominance in the brain. We do 
not want to fight and we don't feel anxious because these 
chemicals are antianxiety and antiaggression molecules. 
Establishing optimal levels of these chemicals in your brain 
in childhood is a vital component of what we mean by 
resilience. It is no surprise therefore that neuroscientists refer 
to these chemicals as “nature’s gift to us.’ 


What does parenting that triggers the child’s 
PLAY, CARE, and SEEKING systems look like? 

« The PLAY system Repeated playful interactions between 
parent and infant, particularly physical play and attachment 
play (see Chemistry of love & joy, pages 84-125 and The best 
relationship with your child, pages 242-59). 

« The CARE (attachment) system Parenting with emotional 
responses that make a child feel safe (not on-off, yelling one 
minute, warm the next). A parent who can say sorry when he 
or she gets something wrong; who consistently soothes a 
child who is distressed; and helps regulate all the child’s 
feelings including anger (See Chemistry of love & joy, pages 
84-125). Parents who discipline in ways that don’t shame or 
frighten, and give consequences where appropriate in ways 
that maintain dignity (see All about discipline, pages 220-41). 
« The SEEKING system Parenting that models an energized 
engagement in life—a “let’s do” attitude. These parents model 
exploration, curiosity, and creativity by accompanied play, 
and know how to prevent stress hormones blocking their 
child’s system (see Chemistry of drive & will, pages 126-43). 
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More about the alarm systems 

Stress-inducing parenting will keep activating the RAGE, 
FEAR, and PANIC/GRIEF systems in the child’s brain until 
emotional states that induce anxiety, aggression, or depression 
become personality traits. Key chemicals triggered through 
these systems include cortisol and corticotrophin releasing 
factor (CRE). If these are injected at high levels into animal 


brains, the animals become depressed, anxious, and aggressive. 


The myth that the infant brain is resilient to stress has resulted 
in millions of children not reaching their potential." 


What does parenting that triggers a child’s RAGE, 
FEAR and PANIC/GRIEF systems look like? 

It’s any parenting that triggers prolonged stress states in the 
child. For the sensitive parent, it's easy to hear when this has 
happened; the pitch of the child’s scream or his crying shifts 
to a higher intensity, a more dreadful note of pain. This can 
happen for example from certain forms of sleep training, 
controlled crying, or verbal aggression between parents. 
Research shows that even mild tension between parents or 
lack of communication between family members can result 
in a smaller cerebellum due to cell death caused by emotional 
stress. Regular yelling can damage the auditory processing 
parts of the child’s brain." It can also follow if a mother is not 
emotionally available enough to a child (because she is 
depressed) and doesn't get help from people who can 
emotionally regulate the child until she is able to do so again. 


But isn’t all of this relevant only for children who 
have suffered abuse or neglect? 

No, the studies that underpin this book are not about abuse 
or neglect, they are about common child-rearing practices 


and the effects of common stressful parent-child interactions. 


We all need cortisol—we would be dead without it! When 
cortisol is within normal levels, it helps us cope with normal 
everyday stress. But cortisol at too high levels, for too long 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Research shows that if your 
child has an overreactive stress 
response system, he or she will 
be vulnerable to suffering from 
depression in later life, as a 
reaction to life's challenges. 

In 2014, there were 57 million 
prescriptions given out for 
medicines to treat depressive 
illness in the UK alone. The 
country only has a population 
of 53 million. 
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_ 


Seeking counseling or therapy in later life 
can be a real second chance to develop 
effective stress-regulating systems in the 
brain, but it can take a long time. It's so 
much better to avoid problems with good 
parenting in childhood 


becomes toxic in the child’s developing brain and can 
adversely affect brain cells, brain pathways, and organs. 
Parenting that triggers a child’s RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC/ 
GRIEF systems results in prolonged activation of these stress 
hormones. Stressful experiences in the early years alter the 
developing brain."® A child’s brain is acutely sensitive and if 
you put it through excessive or prolonged stress states it can 
malfunction on a long-term basis. 


Good stress and bad stress 

¢ Good stress (or stress inoculation) This occurs when 
optimal levels of adrenaline, noradrenaline, and other stress 
hormones are triggered. It happens for example when you take 
your baby swimming for the first time; it’s a challenge for him, 
so he clings to you at first then loves it. In this instance, the 
stress hormones trigger in combination with other positive 
arousal chemicals such as serotonin and dopamine. 

« Bad stress This is when the stress hormones cortisol and 
CRF trigger at too high levels and stay around in the brain 
and body for too long. Such stress can cause cell death in the 
child’s brain in key areas associated with learning and 
emotional and social intelligence." It can also lead to 
depression, anxiety, and stress-related illness in later life. It 
can even turn off key genes for emotional and physical health; 
prevent the release of calming chemical systems in the brain, 
the formation of new neuronal connections, and the birth of 
new brain cells; cause accelerated aging; disrupt the immune 
system; and result in a higher incidence of cancer. 


But let’s not finish on a gloomy point 
The good news is that your parenting can strengthen the 
pro-social systems in your child’s brain and it’s never too late to 
start! This book focuses on ways of parenting that do not trigger 
the child’s alarm systems. If you relate to your child in ways that 
keep triggering the care/well-being systems, your child is likely 
to grow up warm, empathic, and with a love of learning. 


Key points 


¢ Human brains contain primitive 
emotional alarm systems deep 

in the lower regions. Without 
emotionally responsive parenting, 
our higher brains can easily be 
hijacked by these systems. 


e Asa result of certain forms 
of child-rearing, some adults 
remain stuck with the emotional 
development of a child. 


e Every positive experience 
with a parent forges important 
new pathways in a child’s 
higher brain. 


¢ It is essential to help a child 
with his “big” feelings, to avoid 
future problems with stress and 
overreaction. 


¢ Your child needs to feel you are 
an emotionally strong parent who 
can teach him how to be calm. 


crying & 


Separations 


Over the years, there have been many advocates 

of leaving babies and toddlers to cry. Mothers 

were told their babies were just “exercising their 
lungs” or that continually picking up a crying baby 
would “spoil her.” More recently, episodes of crying 
have been used to train babies to go to sleep 

and establish clear bedtime routines. There is 

no denying that these techniques work! 

An uncomforted child will stop crying eventually 
if there is no response. But there are real costs. In 
this chapter we'll explore the research that reveals 
how stress from prolonged crying and separations 
can affect a baby’s developing brain. We will also 
look at the wonderful long-term investment you 


make when you comfort your crying baby consistently. 
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All about crying 


Babies are genetically programmed to call out for comfort when distressed. 

Crying is your baby’s intense bid for you to help her with her overwhelming 
feelings and frightening bodily sensations because her brain is not yet developed 
enough for her to manage these on her own. Babies do not cry to exercise their 
lungs, to control you, or just for the hell of it. They cry when they are unhappy 
and need to alert you because something is really bothering them, either physically 
or emotionally. They are crying for your help. 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


All infant mammals, not just the 
human species, are genetically 
programmed to cry as a way of 
communicating their need for help 


with their painful separation distress. 


Research has shown that if a puppy 
is taken away from her mother, she 
can cry 700 times in 15 minutes." 


Why babies cry 


Four million years ago, humans walked on two legs for the 
first time. Because this led to the freeing up of their arms to 
accomplish complex tasks, over time intelligence increased. 
The bipedal shift meant the human pelvis became narrower 
and, as intellectual capacities increased, the brain grew bigger. 
The evolutionary solution regarding childbirth was for the 
human infant to be born very immature because otherwise 
the enlarged head would never get through the mother’s 
narrowed pelvis. So of all mammals the human is the most 
immature at birth. In fact, it has to complete its gestation 
outside the uterus. Sigmund Freud was right when he said 
the human infant comes into the world “not quite finished.” 
You need to think of your newborn as an “external fetus.” 


Yes, she is that raw. Yes, she is that sensitive. 

Yes, she is that vulnerable to stress 

Your baby will cry for many reasons. She will cry because 

she is tired or hungry or overstimulated by too much adult 
fussing. She also moves easily into fear of threat and shock— 
the shock of the too bright, too harsh, too cold, too hot, too 
sudden. The amygdala in the lower brain (see page 19), which 
functions as a detector of potential threat, is perfectly online 
at birth. Imagine her world. How can she know that the noisy 


kitchen blender is not a predator that will come and attack 
her? How can she cope with the shock of being undressed 
and immersed in water when you lower her into a bath? 


At first it can be hard to figure out what her 
crying means 

But over time you will be able to read her cries more and 
more accurately. You will learn, for example, to tell a hungry 
cry from a tired cry. That said, there will be times when you 
will not know what the crying is about. This doesn’t matter. 
What matters is that you calm her down and that you have 
the mental and emotional space in your mind to really hear 
and take seriously her panic and her pain. 


How long does all this crying continue? 

The first three months are often the worst. Crying usually 
peaks when the baby is three to six weeks old and then abates 
at around 12 to 16 weeks. Sheila Kitzinger suggested that 
crying lessens at this time because, by then, babies are more 
mobile and can grasp and play with things, so they no longer 
cry from boredom or frustration.” 

Older babies and toddlers will still cry when cold, hungry, 
tired, or sick, although the shock of the world has 
dramatically lessened. But they are awash with new feelings. 
They suffer from states of panicky separation distress and 
are increasingly clear about likes and dislikes, what frightens 
them or displeases them. In the preverbal child, crying often 
means “no.” “No, I don’t want you to put me down; it makes 
me panic.’ “No, I don’t want to be put on a stranger's lap; 

I was so settled in your arms.” “No, I hate the feel of 
that sweater.3 


All this panic response means high levels of 
stress chemicals washing over a baby’s brain 
These chemicals are not dangerous in themselves, but as 
the following pages will show, it’s a different story if they 
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“Help me 
deal with 
the world’? 


If you consistently soothe your child's 
distress over the years, and take any 
anguished crying seriously, highly 
effective stress response systems can be 
established in her brain. These will enable 
her to deal well with stress in later life. 4 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


When a baby is left howling in 
her room: 

© High levels of toxic stress 
hormones wash over her brain. 
© There is a withdrawal of opioids 
(chemicals that promote feelings 
of well-being) in her brain. 

© The brain and body’s stress 
response systems can become 
hardwired for oversensitivity. 
Pain circuits in the brain are 
activated, just as they would be 
if she were hurt physically.” 


are left swirling around her brain for long periods in bouts 

of prolonged crying, and no one takes her panic seriously and 
comforts her. Distancing yourself from her distress, no matter 
what some sleep training books may tell you, or even worse, 
an angry response to your baby’s crying (although sometimes 
you may feel like it) is never appropriate. 


Prolonged crying 

Let’s be clear from the beginning—it is not crying itself that 
can affect a child’s developing brain. It doesn't. It is prolonged, 
uncomforted distress that affects the brain. So, I'm not 
advocating rushing to your child as soon as her bottom lip 
starts to wobble or after a short burst of protest crying that 
lasts a few minutes (perhaps because she couldn't have her 
favorite toy). 

Prolonged crying is the type of crying that any sensitive 
parent (or, for that matter, anyone sensitive to the despair of 
others) will be able to recognize as a desperate calling for 
help. It is the type of crying that goes on and on and on, and 
eventually stops when the child is either completely exhausted 
and falls asleep or, in a hopeless state, realizes that help is not 
going to come. 


If a baby is left to cry like this too often, a stress 
response system in her brain may be affected 

for life 

There is a wealth of scientific studies from all over the world 
showing how early stress can result in enduring negative 
changes in a baby’s brain. As we will see on the following 
pages, a child who has experienced periods of prolonged 
crying can develop an overly sensitive stress-response system 
that may affect her throughout life. This can mean that all 
too often her perception of the world and what is happening 
to her will be colored by a sense of threat and anxiety, even 
when everything is perfectly safe.5 


Can a baby manipulate or control a parent 
through crying? 


©® Parents may wonder if their baby is using crying to manipulate them, especially when they hear 


comments from well-meaning friends and family such as “Just leave her. She's just trying to control 
you. Give in now and you will suffer later.” We now know this is neurobiologically inaccurate. 


® To control an adult, a baby needs the power of clear thought, and for that she needs the brain 
chemical glutamate to be working well in her frontal lobes (see page 18). But the glutamate 
system is not properly established in a baby's brain, so that means she is not capable of thinking 
much about anything, let alone how to manipulate her parents. 


© Some parents cut off from their child’s pain, and hear it as “just crying.” This can be a result 
of their own upbringing. Because no one responded when they were babies, they are now unable 
to feel their child’s distress. 
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What's happening in 
your baby’s brain? 


Parents would never dream of leaving their baby in a room full of toxic fumes 
that could damage her brain. Yet many parents leave their baby in a state of 
prolonged, uncomforted distress, not knowing that she is at risk from toxic 


levels of stress chemicals washing over her brain. 


Earlier generations of parents let their babies cry because 

it “exercised their lungs,’ having no idea how vulnerable 

the infant brain is to stress. In a crying baby, the stress 
hormone cortisol is released by the adrenal glands. If the 
child is soothed and comforted, the level of cortisol goes 
down again, but if the child is left to cry on and on, the 

level of cortisol remains high. This is a potentially dangerous 
situation, because, over a prolonged period, cortisol can reach 
toxic levels that may damage key structures and systems in 

a developing brain. Cortisol is a slow-acting chemical that 
can stay in the brain at high levels for hours, and in clinically 
depressed people, for days or even weeks. 


This micrograph shows the structure 
of cortisol, a hormone produced in 
response to stress. 


GETTING STRESSED 

As distress levels build up in a crying 
baby, a hormonal chain reaction 

is set in motion. It starts deep 

within the lower brain, in a structure 
called the hypothalamus: the body's 
general hormone controller. The 
hypothalamus produces a hormone 
that triggers the nearby pituitary 
gland to release another hormone 
called ACTH (see opposite). This, 

in turn, stimulates the adrenal glands 
(just above the kidneys) to release 
the stress hormone cortisol. Cortisol 


then washes over the body and brain. 
This stress response system is known 
as the hypothalmic-pituitary-adrenal 
(HPA) axis. 

A distressed baby has a highly 
activated HPA axis that pumps out 
cortisol. This can be compared to a 
heating system that can’t be switched 
off® Comforting the baby triggers the 
off-switch. Brain scans show that 
early stress can cause the HPA axis 
to become permanently wired for 
oversensitivity. 
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HYPOTHALAMUS 

This area of the brain produces 
hormones called “releasing factors” 
that control the activity of the 
pituitary gland. When a child 
experiences prolonged, uncomforted 
distress, the hypothalamus releases 
corticotrophin-releasing factor (CRF) 


pituitary gland 


PITUITARY GLAND 

This pea-sized gland in the brain 
has overall control of some of our 
most important hormones. When 

it is stimulated by CRF, the pituitary 


‘WV the pitutary gland responds by releasing a hormone 


ACTH is released by 


called adrenocorticotrophin (ACTH), 
which travels to the adrenal glands. 


cortisol washes 
over the body 
and brain 


ADRENAL GLANDS 
There are two adrenal glands, one 
on top of each kidney. When they are 
stimulated by ACTH, they produce 
the hormone cortisol. In the short 
term, cortisol can help us to respond 
to stress by boosting the level of 
glucose in the blood. But if the 
brain is exposed to a prolonged 
high level of cortisol, cells in key 
parts of the brain may die. 
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Storing up problems 


Increasingly, scientists are linking stress in infancy and childhood to the 
soaring numbers of people suffering from anxiety and depressive disorders 
from adolescence onward. Integral to these disorders is an overly sensitive 
stress system in the brain. We have seen from the research how early stress can 
cause long-lasting changes in the stress response system in a child’s brain. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


In later life an overly sensitive stress 
system may lead to: 

© fear of being alone 

© separation anxiety 

© panic attacks 

© smoking addiction. 


Wired for stress 

What does an overly sensitive stress response system mean 
for a child as she grows up? It’s a bit like having a faulty 
burglar alarm in her head, which keeps going off at 

the smallest thing. Her brain can react to small stressors, 
that other people take in stride, as if they were big 

and threatening. Also, being wired for stress in early life 
can leave a child vulnerable to depression, anxiety 
disorders, stress-related physical illness, and alcohol abuse 
in later life. This is particularly the case with children who 
were left to cry as babies and then experienced a childhood 
of strict discipline with little warm, physical affection 

to compensate. 


Early stress can cause cell death in a very 
important structure in the brain 

This structure is the hippocampus, which plays a role in 
long-term memory and it’s found deep within the lower 
mammalian brain (see page 19). In the brain scans of 
children who have suffered intense uncomforted distress, the 
hippocampus appears somewhat shrunken because of cell 
death within its tissues. We don’t know exactly how much this 
cell death affects a child’s working memory. However, adults 
with a shrunken hippocampus score lower on memory and 
verbal reasoning tasks."° Brain scans have also shown that 
the hippocampus of a very stressed child resembles that 


of an aged person. Some neuroscientists regard stress in 
early life as a risk factor for accelerated aging of this part 
of the brain. 


Are all children affected the same way? 

Science does not have a precise answer to this. Because 

each child is unique, the effects of prolonged crying cannot 
be predicted with any certainty. Some children may get away 
with developing a mild neurosis in later life because early 
stress has altered key systems in their brain, while others 
with genetic vulnerability and additional life stresses, 

such as suffering loss or being bullied, may later develop 

a full-blown anxiety or depressive disorder. 

Studies on other mammals with lower brain structures 
and chemical systems like ours show that early stress can 
leave an infant's brain in a highly disrupted biochemical state. 
Essential systems involving the emotion chemicals opioids, 
noradrenaline, dopamine, and serotonin, which are still being 
established in an immature brain, may be badly affected, 
resulting in chemical imbalances in the brain." 

When dopamine and noradrenaline levels are low, it can 
be more difficult for a child to focus and concentrate; this can 
lead to learning difficulties in comparison with other 
children. Low serotonin levels are one of the key components 
in many forms of depression and also in violent behavior. 
Opioids are vitally important for diminishing feelings of fear 
and stress, which is why deactivation of opioids in parts of 
the brain can lead to increases in negative feelings and stress, 
and decreases in positive feelings.’ 


CASE STUDY 


Sleep training Billy 

Bedtime had always been difficult 
for Billy and when he was ten 
months old, his mother was 
eager to try sleep training. 

When she left him at night, 

Billy cried desperately for his 
mother, but she decided to tough it 
out for a week or two. Sure enough, 
over time, Billy stopped crying 
when he was put down and his 
mother counted this as a success. 
“He never cries now when | leave 
him,” she said. Billy was also 
separated from his mother for 
most of the day, since she was at 
work. At his day care, he had very 
little physical contact because the 
staff did not pick up the babies 
very often. 

Billy has become less responsive 
during the day and other relatives 
now worry about his quietness. 
One family member has even 
commented that “It’s as if he 
isn’t really there any more.” 

Some people think babies and 
children are not capable of 
depression, but they are. 
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The science of comforting 


In the stress of intense crying, your baby’s autonomic nervous system, which 
automatically regulates the internal workings of the body, is thrown off balance. 
The result is physical and emotional upheaval. A young child cannot control her 
bodily arousal—but your love and comfort will. 


There is a key antianxiety chemical 
in the brain called gamma- 
aminobutyric acid (GABA) that 
inhibits high levels of cortisol 

(see page 40) and calms the lower 
brain’s threat-detection system 
(amygdala). Research shows that 
if young mammals are left alone 
or in a prolonged state of distress, 
this can have a marked influence 
on how the GABA genes unfold in 
the brain. This can alter the brain’s 
sensitivity to stress, resulting in an 
agitated attitude to life. Long term, 
an altered GABA system can lead 
to anxiety disorders and depression. 
Without an effective antianxiety 
chemical system, humans may feel: 
© psychologically fragile 

© more prone to fear or anger than 
is appropriate to the situation 

¢ less able to calm themselves 

© easily thrown by minor stressors. 
An altered GABA system, caused by 
too much uncomforted distress in 
childhood, may make adults prone 
to using alcohol for stress relief 
because this artificially regulates 
the brain’s GABA system." 


What happens when your child cries 
When your child cries in an intense, desperate way, her 
bodily arousal system, the autonomic nervous system (which 
is still maturing after birth), is way out of balance. While she 
is distressed, the aroused (or “sympathetic”) branch of this 
system is overactive, and the calm and centered (or 
“parasympathetic”) branch is underactive. This means that 
your baby’s body is primed for action, “fight-or-flight,” as 
high levels of adrenaline are released. She is experiencing 

an increased heart rate; higher blood pressure; sweating; 
tense muscles; faster breathing; and suppressed appetite 
(because the digestive system is conserving blood and 
energy to prepare the muscles for action)." 

It is up to you to bring everything back into balance. Your 
comforting activates the vagus nerve (see opposite), which 
belongs to the “slow down and relax” parasympathetic branch 
of the autonomic nervous system. The more responsive you 
are, the greater your regulation of her body arousal systems 
will be, and the more long-lasting the effects. 


The dangers of hyperarousal 

When you soothe your distressed child, you regulate her 
autonomic nervous system. Research shows that if a child’s 
need for comfort is not met with emotional responsiveness 
and soothing, this system can, over time, become wired for 
bodily hyperarousal.’® This can make life stressful and 
exhausting. It can also result in all kinds of physical ailments 
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in later life: for example, problems with breathing (such as ci M any parents 
asthma), heart disease, eating and digestive disorders, poor are sim ply 
sleep, high blood presire panic mites, muscular tension, not aware that 
headaches, and chronic fatigue.” There is also a wealth of : re ‘ 
research material (known as brain-gut studies) linking their child's bodily 
uncomforted stress in early life with irritable bowel syndrome in aYOUSA | system 
later life. In one survey, fewer than 50 percent of the men and __ iS Sti I| developi ng 
barely 30 percent of the women who took part in it had regular after birth...) 
bowel habits."® 

Many parents are simply not aware that a child’s bodily 
arousal system is still developing after birth and that it is 
supersensitive to stressful experiences such as being left to 
cry. So leaving your baby “to settle herself” can have long- 
term adverse consequences for her body and brain. She 
cannot bring her autonomic nervous system back into 
balance; only you can do that. 


Comforting a screaming child activates her 
vagus nerve, which originates in the brain stem. 
This nerve, which is known appropriately as the 
“wanderer,” regulates the function of major organs 
all over the body. As your soothing takes effect, the 
vagus nerve will rapidly restore order to key body 

\ systems disrupted by distress—rebalancing the 

vagus nerve i ' f digestive system, heart rate, breathing, and the 
; functioning of the immune system. 
One of the greatest gifts you can give your 

child is to help her establish good “vagal” tone. 
This means that the vagus nerve works well in all 
its calming, regulating functions. Research shows 
that good vagal tone is linked to better emotional 
balance; clear thinking; improved powers of 
attention; and a more efficient immune system. 
People with good vagal tone tend to be nice to 
have around. 
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How to soothe your baby 


In order to activate the calm and centered branch in your child’s autonomic 
nervous system, you need to quiet yourself down first. Breathing techniques 
are great. As soon as you do some effective deep breathing, your whole system 
will calm, and your body will start to send messages to your brain, telling it to 
stop pumping out high levels of stress chemicals. If you find this difficult, it’s 
worth going to a meditation class that teaches breathing techniques. 


Don't try to calm your baby at the same 
time as doing something else. For 
emotional and bodily regulation to take 
place, she needs to feel that her distress 
is the only thing on your mind. 


If your crying baby is not in need of physical attention such 
as a feeding or diaper change, then being next to your calm 
body will soothe her. Sometimes this works immediately, or it 
may take a while to happen. In effect, you are using your 
mature bodily arousal system to help regulate her very 
immature one. 


Do things that stimulate the antistress chemical 
systems in her brain 
Three key comforts release the calming chemical oxytocin in 
a baby’s brain in a way that can drop levels of stress chemicals 
back to base rate. These are touch and massage, sucking, 
and warmth. 
« Touch and massage Most babies will stop crying if they are 
picked up. Close bodily contact regulates their bodily arousal 
system, activating the calm and centered branch, as well as 
releasing oxytocin.”® 

If you want to use baby massage (see opposite), it is worth 
going to a class to learn more about it. The wrong sort of 
touch is dysregulating and overly stimulating and will make 
your baby cry more. 
¢ Sucking Help your child to find her fist or thumb to suck. 
You can also offer your fingers. If your child is absolutely 
inconsolable, then, and only then, use a pacifier. Never use 
it as a plug when she is not distressed. This is because the 


mouth is vital for communication and the forming of sounds 
pre-speech. It’s also vital for oral exploration (such as putting 
toys in her mouth). You can end up feeling ruled by the 
pacifier because your child won't go anywhere without it.?° 

« Warmth Keep the room temperature at about 70° F/21°C. 
Hold your baby cuddled close to your body or snuggled in a 
flannel sheet and the warmth will trigger oxytocin release. You 
could get in a warm bath with a stressed-out newborn. 


Other strategies you can try 

« Movement and rocking Babies love rhythmical movement, 
particularly being carried around, being pushed in the 
carriage, or being in the car. It is thought that the rhythm 


triggers associations of being carried around in the security of 


the uterus. Make sure that you do not rock too hard, however, 
since this can have the same effect on the brain as shaking, 
which can cause burst blood vessels.”" 
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“(Most babies will 
stop crying if you 
pick them up. 
Close bodily contact 
regulates their bodily 
arousal system. )? 


Your touch helps to soothe me”? 


You can massage your baby from 
about two weeks old. It is a good 
way to comfort and calm him and 

to help strengthen the bond between 
you. Choose a time when he is awake 
and alert and you are both relaxed. 


Lay your baby on a soft towel 
and make sure he is warm and 
comfortable. Starting at the crown 
of his head, massage very lightly 
across his cheeks and down to 
his shoulders. 


Massage gently down his body 

using a downward motion. Talk to 

him as you massage, and engage 

in lovely eye-to-eye contact. If your baby 
loses interest, then try again another 
day rather than persist. 
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« Low sound Let your baby listen to the washing machine 

or dryer, since the sound is evocative of the security of the 
uterus. You could also play a recording of your heart beat, but 
this is often only effective if used from the start after birth. 

« Provide novelty This activates dopamine in the brain. 

If your baby is screaming with sheer boredom, think of ways 
to provide novelty. Keep small toys, such as a finger puppet, 
in your bag to amuse her on a journey. 

+ Avoid overstimulation If you think your child is overly 
stimulated, take her with you into a quiet, low-lit room. 


Hard-to-comfort babies 

About one in five healthy babies is highly sensitive in the first 
few weeks. These hard-to-comfort babies can be like this due 
to genetic makeup, stress in the uterus, or a difficult birth. 
Research shows that if a mother is repeatedly stressed in the 
last three months of pregnancy, high levels of the stress 
chemicals cortisol and glutamate can be transmitted through 
the placenta into the brain of the unborn child. So it’s vitally 
important that you get as much soothing and comfort as you 
can in pregnancy. If you have lots of stress in your life once 
your baby is born, this can also result in a baby who cries 
more. If you have a hard-to-comfort baby, she will need a lot 
of soothing and comforting, and to do that well you will need 
soothing and comforting, too, from family and friends. 


Make sure that you’re not left in a desperate, 

isolated state with a screaming baby ’ 
Put your baby in her carriage and go to a park, café, or a - 
group with other parents. Isolation is extremely bad for - 

brain chemistry. It can result in a dramatic drop in ‘ 
levels of serotonin (a key mood stabilizer), leading to \ 
aggressive impulses. It can also lower levels of dopamine ’ 

(a positive arousal chemical), so you can feel awful over and ‘ 
above the distress you feel about your baby’s screaming.” 


| have tried everything 
and | feel demoralized— 
what do | do now? 


Let's be really clear. No one is disputing the fact that 
it can be totally exhausting when you are endlessly 
comforting a distressed child who just won't stop 
crying. When you have tried everything, you can feel 
impotent and demoralized, and want to burst into 
tears. The following may help: 


© Remember that “this too shall pass.” This phase 
usually lasts for only the first three months, yet many 
worn-out parents think that it will be a life sentence. 


© Remember what a long-term gift you are giving your 
child when you calm her. All that calming time is an 
investment for the future, regulating her emotional 
and physical systems, which means that later she will 
have the ability to manage stress well. 


Why do | feel like 
screaming when my 
baby is screaming? 


Your baby's emotional states are so raw and 
primitive that they can easily trigger one or more 

of the three alarm systems in your lower brain: 
RAGE, FEAR, or PANIC/GRIEF. At the same time, 
your high levels of stress chemicals can block the 
release of your positive arousal chemicals, such as 
dopamine and opioids. You need emotional 
regulation. Call a friend, join a parents’ group, cry in 
your partner’s arms, or get support from a counselor 
or therapist (see pages 281-85). 
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Separations and time apart 


When your baby reaches six to eight months of age, separation anxiety 
starts to kick in and often continues in some form until she is well over five 
years old. Early on, your baby will start to panic if you are out of her sight. 
Take her intense feelings seriously. You are her world, her everything, 

you represent her very safety. 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


Eight-year-old Flint, one of the 
chimpanzees observed in the wild 

by biologist Jane Goodall, became 
depressed and lethargic after the death 
of his mother. Within three weeks he 
too was dead. Jane Goodall found that 
after the death of a mother, an infant 
chimpanzee, even though nutritionally 
independent, might be unable to 
recover from the pain of grief and so 
may die. The PANIC/GRIEF system in 
the chimp's lower brain has virtually 
the same neuroanatomy and chemical 
systems as that in a human brain. 


A little bit of understanding 


Your baby is not being “needy” or “clingy.” The PANIC/ 
GRIEF system in the lower brain (see page 19), is genetically 
programmed to be hypersensitive. In earlier stages of 
evolution it was very dangerous for an infant to be away from 
her mother and if she didn't cry to alert her parents to her 
whereabouts, she would not survive. The development of the 
frontal lobes in the higher brain naturally inhibits this system, 
and as adults we learn to bring it under control with cognitive 
distractions, such as reading a book or watching TV. 


If you are not there—how does she know you 
have not gone forever? 
You cant tell her that you will soon return, because the verbal 
centers in her brain aren't online yet. When she learns to crawl 
and toddle, let her follow you—yes, even into the bathroom. 
Prying her off you and putting her in a playpen is not only 
very cruel, it can also lead to long-term adverse effects. She 
may move into panic, which means a dramatic and dangerous 
rise in those stress chemicals in her brain. This can lead to 
the wiring of an overactive FEAR system that may affect her 
later in life, resulting in phobias, obsessions, or fearful 
avoidance behavior. Gradually, she will become more secure 
with you in the house, particularly as she becomes verbal. She 
will learn that if you go to the bathroom by yourself, she is 
unlikely to never see you again! 
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When you 
leave me, 

it hurts 

so much’? 


When a loved person isn’t there and 
a child is too young to understand, it 
can be extremely painful. You can't 
just say to a child who is missing his 
mommy—“look, don't feel like that,” 
yet adults often give that kind of 
message to small children. When we 
pry a distressed child away from his 
parent and urge him “not to be silly,” 
we entirely underestimate the power 
of the massive hormonal reactions in 
his brain and body. 


This brain scan of a child from a 
Romanian orphanage shows what 
can happen to the brain when a 
child receives basic physical care, 
but is deprived of love, affection, 
and comfort. 


The black areas in this brain scan show 
inactive areas in the temporal lobes—part 
of the brain that is vital for processing and 
regulating emotions. Temporal lobe 


inactivity can result in poor social and 


emotional intelligence. 


This is the brain scan of a child who has 
received loving parenting. In contrast to the 
brain scan of the orphaned child there are 
few black areas, meaning that the temporal 
lobes are fully active. 
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Separation hurts small humans in much the 
same way as a physical pain 

When a child is suffering because of the absence of a parent, 
the same parts of the brain are activated as when she 

is feeling physical pain.” So the language of loss is very 
much the language of pain. It does not make sense to comfort 
a physical pain, say from a cut knee, but not feel that it is 
necessary to address an emotional one such as separation 
distress. Yet, sadly, that’s what many parents find themselves 
doing. They are reluctant to take in the fact that the 
emotional pain of their child is just as real, but this pain is 

a neurobiological fact that should be respected by all. 


We sometimes push our children to 
independence long before they are ready 

Perhaps fueled by a fear of our own dependency, our 
parenting traditions can push children into early separations. 
Sending children to bording school at a young age is an 
example of this. A child of eight can still be hypersensitive to 
separation distress and find it difficult to be away from 
parents for a long time. A child’s emotional pain should 
always be taken seriously in key decisions about how long 
times apart should be, and how often and with whom the 
child should be left. The brain's GABA system (see page 44) 
is sensitive to very subtle environmental changes, such as 
separation from a parent. Studies link separation in early life 
to alterations in this antianxiety system.”* 


Even short-term separations may do harm 

Some studies have found long-term changes in the HPA 

axis (see page 40) in a child’s brain from even short-term 
separations, when the child was left with an unfamiliar 
caregiver. This stress response system is instrumental in how 
well we manage stress in later life. It is very vulnerable to 
being adversely affected by early stress.?° Other studies link 
separation in early life with depression. Studies with higher 


mammals reveal that infants separated from their mothers 
stopped crying but then moved into a depressed response. 
Play with friends ceased and objects in the room were 
ignored. At the time of going to sleep, there was an increase 
in crying and agitation. If the separation continued, there 
was further withdrawal, leading to lethargy and a more 
entrenched depression. 

In the 1960s, research showed that some children who 
were left with unfamiliar people for several days went into 
a full-blown bereavement response, which left them reeling 
from the trauma years later. The children in the study had 
been left with well-meaning adults or placed in a residential 
nursery for several days while their mothers were in the 
hospital. Their fathers would come to visit, but basically they 
were left with adults whom they did not know. 

One little boy, separated from his mother for just 11 days, 
stopped eating, cried endlessly, and repeatedly threw himself 
on the floor in despair. Six years later, he was still very angry 
with his mother. The researchers observed countless other 
children who had been left for several days and were in a 
state of yearning without end. Many would stare, for hours 
at a time, at the door through which their mother had left. 
They did not want to play; they just wanted to watch the 
door. This research, much of which is on film, changed 
attitudes throughout the world toward children visiting 
parents in the hospital.?” 


But isn’t moderate stress good for a child? 

Some people justify leaving a child uncomforted (for instance, 
during sleep training) by calling it “stress inoculation.” But 
stress inoculation involves introducing a child to moderately 
stressful situations to help her to handle stress better. For 
example, you might gently introduce a baby to a big bath for 
the first time—at first she’s scared, then she loves it. People 
who say that a child screaming for a prolonged period is only 
experiencing moderate stress are deluding themselves. 
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(Cm addicted 
to Dad”? 


The brain chemistry of loving 
relationships is naturally addictive. 
When you hold your child, love her, 
soothe her, rock her in your arms, 
delight in her time after time, a very 
strong bond will develop between 
you. The bond will then mean that 
any tender loving contact with you 
will release natural opioids and 
oxytocin in your child's brain. 
When this happens, your child 

will be in a wonderful state of 
oneness and contentment. 
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The child-care question 


There is a great deal of recent research showing improvements in cognitive 
performance (IQ) of a child who has attended a day-care center before the age of 
five. Sadly, these positive changes have not been found to extend to emotional 
health and intelligence (EQ). Here we find that the opposite is true. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


| believe all day-care centers should 
have “emotional nurses,” chosen for 
their calmness and emotional warmth. 

These need to be people who 
frequently have opioids and oxytocin 
in dominance in their brain, probably 
because they were on the receiving 
end of warm parenting themselves, 
or good counseling or psychotherapy 
in later life. 

In the UK, the almost phobic attitude 
to physical contact in schools (for fear 
of allegations of sexual abuse) is to the 
great detriment of children. We need a 
clear, well thought-out policy on touch 
that allows adults to comfort and hold 
young children in safe ways to activate 
their natural calming brain chemicals. 


A problem with stress 

Cortisol has its own natural peaks and troughs. It is naturally 
high in the morning and decreases as the day goes on. 
However, studies of children under five in day-care centers 
have shown levels of cortisol rising rather than falling as the 
day goes on. What’s more, as soon as these children were with 
their parents again, their stress levels dropped dramatically. 
In one study, cortisol rose in 75 to 100 percent of children 
when they arrived at day care.?” This research is worrying 
because a key stress response system in the brain can become 
wired for hypersensitivity early in life. 

However, researchers found that toddlers in day care who 
played more with other children had lower cortisol levels 
than those who tended to play alone. Research also revealed 
that with a minimum of a four-day settling in period in day 
care where one parent or an alternative attachment figure 
was allowed to stay, there was no worrying change in stress 
hormone levels in the child. So insist on staying! 7 


Some parents think their child is fine in day care, 
but her stress hormone levels may be very high 
We know that a child can look fine and not be crying yet still 
be distressed. A famous research study called “The Strange 
Situation Test” showed that one year olds who didn't cry for 
their mommy when she left the room had equally high levels 
of stress hormones as those who did. In other words, the 
one year olds had learned at such a tender age to bottle up 


their feelings. This is worrying because when young children 


do not appear to be upset they are very unlikely to get the 
comfort they need.” 


Children in day care may become more difficult to 
manage later in childhood 

The consequences of high levels of cortisol in children in day 
care are becoming apparent. Evidence suggests that when 
children are taken care of extensively in a day-care center early 
on, it can be associated with an increase in difficult relationships 
between parent and child and more aggression and 
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((} don’t want 
to be here”? 


Even a four year old may still be 
struggling with higher cortisol levels in 
day care, so keep this in mind when you 
decide how long your child should spend 
there each day. Ideally don’t lengthen the 
time away until your child has a good 
understanding of time frameworks and is 
confident that you will come back at the 
end of the session. Babies and toddlers 
can find long days in day care particularly 
difficult because they have no sense of 
time and therefore no notion of when or 
even if you will return. 


“(Toddlers who 
played more with 
other children had 
lower cortisol levels. ?? 


Sometimes | need to go away for 
work for a week or so. How will 
that affect my child long term? 


It all depends on whom your child is left with. If your child is left with 
someone she knows and who is emotionally aware, such as a loving 
partner or family member, then your child will be fine. If this is not 
possible, there is worrying research to show that a child will react very 
badly if left with someone who is not able to provide emotional support. 


noncompliance in the children.* It starts showing at two. The 
findings were particularly significant for babies who had spent 
20 or more hours per week in day care during their first year. 


The emotionally aware family child care 
Leaving a child with a very good family child-care provider or 
nanny during the day is fine, as long as that person is able to 
give emotionally warm one-on-one attention. But it isn’t 
enough to give this attention to a baby or a child only when 
they are overtly showing signs of distress. Researchers found 
that when nannies were busy with something else, thinking 
the child was fine (because she wasn't crying) the child's cortisol 
levels shot up.3' So choose a nanny or family child-care provider 
who adores little children, who is great at responding to both 
joy and distress, and who would rather talk to your child than 
read a magazine! When interviewing, make sure you sit in the 


“(| need to be comforted”? 
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“(Choose a nanny or 
family child-care 
provider who adores 
little children and who 
is great at reaponding 
to joy and distress. ? 


Anna hates it when her mom leaves and 
is still crying in spite of all her mother’s 
attempts to reassure her that she will be 
back to see her again at the end of the day. 


Anna's family child-care provider, Joanne, is 
ready to help her recover from distress. She 
moves in quickly and lifts Anna up, giving her 
the time she needs to cry and grieve. 


As Anna’s sobs subside and she starts to feel 
safe, her cortisol levels fall and she begins to 
relax and play. Joanne stays with her to make 
sure she stays happy and content. 
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ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


Touch is very important when an 
infant has been separated from its 
mother. In a study with monkeys, 
researchers found that the infant 
animals would choose the comfort 
of clinging to a cloth dummy over 
taking food when their mothers 
were absent. 


background and watch the caregiver interact and talk with 
your child for at least 30 minutes. Your personal observations 
are worth a million references. Is there laughter, delight, and a 
real feeling of warmth in the room between the prospective 
caregiver and your child? If so, then she is likely to be a source 
of opioid and dopamine activation, both of which are wonderful 
for the development of your child’s social and emotional brain. 


Your child needs to be held in familiar arms when 
you are not there 

There is all the difference in the world between leaving your 
child with an unfamiliar caregiver and leaving her grieving 
for her “gone mommy” in the care of a calm, warm, loving 
person with whom she feels safe. If there are no loving arms 
for your little one, you are risking the activation of high levels 
of stress hormones in her brain. These hormones will deactivate 
positive arousal hormones and your child will end up feeling 
awful. If your child is still crying when you leave, lift her into 
the arms of her sitter. A good nanny or family-care provider 
should be able to soothe her painful feelings and amplify the 
positive ones. Holding and soothing will bring down her cortisol 
levels and activate a more positive chemistry in her brain. 


Early separations and depression may be linked 
The alarm response in the brain of a child stressed by 
separation from her mother is the same as that found in adults 
suffering from clinical depression—an illness reaching epidemic 
proportions in many parts of the world.*? Since we are not 
born with a gene for clinical depression, we need to look 
closely at the long-term effects of stressful childhood experience. 

Amazing studies have been done about the brain 
chemistry of infant monkeys separated from their parents. 
Researcher Harry Harlow found that the unmothered infants 
became severely stressed and depressed. Many became abusive 
and neglectful mothers in turn. In the worst cases, some failed 
to mother their own infants in later life. 
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“Mommy's 
gone, but 
I'm safe”? 


This little girl feels secure because the 
adults who take care of her know that she 
needs help to manage separation from 
her mom and dad. When she is playing 
happily and seems fine, they give her the 
same attention as when she is crying or 
upset. They know that plenty of warm, 
emotionally responsive interaction and 
hugs will help prevent her cortisol levels 
from rising while she is separated 

from the people she loves. 
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The need to cling 


Young mammals (humans included) cling to a secure 
adult whenever they feel unsafe. Some human parents 
get irritated about clinging, but animal parents don't. 
They don't have higher brains like ours, which 
question whether we should stop a child from doing it. 


If a child clings to you, she is trying to bring down her high 
bodily arousal level and high levels of stress chemicals. She is 
also trying to activate the wonderful brain chemicals that 
produce feelings of well-being (see page 86). She can’t do any 
of this without you, since you are her secure neurochemical 
base. A child is not being naughty or “attention-seeking” by 
clinging to you; she is feeling unsafe, and needs your support. 
In clinging to you, she is trying to change the emotion chemical 
balance in her brain to a calmer and more positive chemistry. 


What research tells us 

Studies have shown that by the end of the first year, mothers 
who had promptly attended to their crying babies had 
children who cried much less than those whose mothers had 
left them to cry.34 Although some people think that a child 
becomes clingy because he has been cuddled or loved too 
much, or “spoiled” by attention, there is no evidence that 
supports the theory that anxious attachment is a result 

of excessive parental affection or attention. 

Prolonged clinging is far more likely where a parent has 
not handled the child’s dependency needs well. The parents 
may have pushed the child to be more independent (often 
by literally pushing him away when he felt the need to cling 
to them) when he was still in this genetically programmed 
dependent stage of his development. 


What should | do if my 
child clings to me at the 
school gates? 


The best thing to do is to avoid a quick getaway 
when he’s screaming for you to stay. Rushing off 
will make matters worse by sending your child’s 
stress chemicals and stress hormones sky-high. 


® Try to have quality time with him before you leave. 
Hold him really close. This will activate oxytocin and 
opioids in his brain and will make him feel calmer. 
It also means that he “finds” you before he “loses” 
you. When you leave, he will have a memory of 

a calm, soothing mother, rather than one who 
rushes away. 


® Activate his SEEKING system (see pages 94-95), 
for example, by showing him the sandbox and 
encouraging him to start exploring. Take time 

to introduce him to a friend. 


© Make an arrangement with a warm, kind teacher 
whom he knows, and whom he likes to pick him 
up in her arms, and use distraction to activate 

his frontal lobes; for example, by showing him 

a butterfly. Slip away quietly, knowing that you 
have given him that vital opioid fix in his brain 
before you go. 


© If your child is repeatedly distressed when you 
leave, give him something to remind him of you, 
such as a scarf that smells like you, or record a 
loving message so that he can play your voice 
whenever he chooses. 
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(When children 


feel safe in the world, 


they will turn to it 
naturally, 7? 


CONSIDER THIS... 


If you respond with compassion and 
patience to the clinging phase, it is a 
great investment for your child’s ability 
to be independent in later life. If each 
time he has wanted to cling, you have 
picked him up and held him, he will 
start to feel very safe in his being-in- 
the-world. As he develops, he will then 
naturally start to turn away from you 
and explore the world for ever- 
increasing lengths of time. He will be 
just fine spending longer and longer 
times away from you with his friends, 
knowing that you are always there as 
a secure base, to which he will always 
return for emotional refueling before 
going off again. 


When the clinging stops 

Parents often worry that their child’s grief at partings and 
goodbyes will never end. But who ever heard of a teenager 
who bursts into tears when his parents announce that they 
are going to the movies in the evening? As your child grows 
up, the PANIC/GRIEF system in her lower brain naturally 
becomes far less sensitive. This is largely because the 
development of the higher brain naturally inhibits this 
system. Then, in puberty, the increases in testosterone and 
estrogen suppress the system even more. So when people say, 
“If I give into her clinging now it will never end) it is 
inaccurate in terms of a child’s body-brain development. 

Some children whose clinging has not met with an 
emotionally responsive reaction can move into a false 
independence. It is extremely shame inducing for a child 
to be in a state of desperate need and be met with a rebuff 
or criticism, or to be told to be a big girl. As a way of dealing 
with the pain, some children take a “I don’t need my 
mommy!” stance, successfully hardening their hearts and 
moving into an emotional numbing against attachment needs. 
This can cause all kinds of misery, loving in “torment, and 
fear of closeness in adult relationships (see Chemistry of love 
& joy, pages 84-125). 

So when you have a clinging child, remember what an 
investment you are making in her long-term mental health 
if you respond with empathy and soothing. Remember the 
long-term antistress effects of repeated activation of oxytocin 
in the brain from all that physical affection. Remember the 
studies with other mammals that showed that if infants 
received loving touch, they were better able to handle stress, 
had a far less fearful response to life, were psychologically 
stronger, and even aged better! 


Key points 


e Parents can be trained out of 
their instinct to comfort a child, 
and a child can be trained out of 
his instinct to cry... but science 
is now showing us the costs. 


¢ Prolonged uncomforted crying 
can adversely affect key systems 
in the brain and body, leading 
to a vulnerability to depression, 
anxiety disorders, and other 
physical and mental illness 

in later life. 


e Being left to cry means 

a child learns that she is 
abandoned just at the time 
when she needs help. 


e Early in a child’s life, separations 
must be considered carefully. 
When they are necessary, parents 
should always leave their child 
with an emotionally responsive, 
warm adult. 


: 


sleep & 


bed 


times 


Sleep training or co-sleeping? The debate has been 
raging passionately over the decades and the level 
of emotion it stirs up in people can be truly intense. 
Maybe a child’s cry as the bedroom door closes 
contributes more than we realize to people not 
being able to reflect calmly on their options. This 
chapter presents the latest scientific thinking on the 
subject of where and how your child should sleep, 
and looks at current research into sudden infant 
death syndrome, or SIDS. | hope it will help parents 


to make an informed choice about what to do with 


their children at bedtime and during the night. 
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Getting your child to sleep 


At bedtime, you should have one clear goal: to make your baby or child feel that 
all is well in his world. If you are successful, you will prevent stress chemicals from 
being activated in his brain and leave him feeling very safe and loved as he drops 
off to sleep. There are things that can help you achieve this, whether you choose to 
co-sleep or settle your child down in his own bed. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


If your baby has difficulty sinking into 
a blissful sleep, bodily contact with you 
will help her to relax, especially when 
she is very young. For an older baby, lie 
quietly next to her crib until she drops 
off or offer her calming contact by 
resting a soothing hand on her body. 


The facts about children and sleep 
First—babies are awful sleepers. When we accept this, maybe 
we will stop seeing a wakeful baby as some kind of parental 
failure. Research into the sleeping patterns of babies and 
young children has established that: 

+ Babies are prone to wake much more than adults, since 
their average sleep cycle lasts only 50 minutes, compared with 
our 90-minute cycle. 

« Persistent or recurring infant sleep problems in the 
preschool years are very common. 

« Approximately 25 percent of children under five years old 
have some type of sleep problem. 

« Up to 20 percent of parents report a problem with infant 
crying or irritability in the first three months of life." 


Calming the brain at bedtime 

Your primary goal at bedtime is to bring your child down 
from a super alert awake state, by activating the calming brain 
chemical oxytocin and the sleep hormone melatonin. The 
most likely way of achieving this is by establishing a soothing 
routine. Whenever this is repeated, there is a chance that it 
will activate the same calming chemicals in the brain. 


Whatever you do, stay calm 
If stress chemicals are being strongly activated in your own 
brain you can’t expect to bring your child down from an 
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aroused state. Your tone is everything, and if you are tense, 
uptight, irritated, or angry, your attempts to be calm will be 
false ones. Too easily, your stress and anger can activate 

the alarm systems in your child’s brain, making him feel too 
unsafe to go to sleep. On the other hand, if your brain is 
strongly activating opioids, and your voice is gentle, quiet, 
and soothing, this can be deeply reassuring for your child 
and he is likely to respond wonderfully to you. 


Snuggle up and read a story 

While you read, your body contact with your child will 

activate oxytocin in his brain, which can make him feel 

sleepy. Listening to the story will engage your child’s frontal 

lobes (see page 18), the part that naturally inhibits motoric 

impulses—such as the desire to jump around on the bed. 
Try to set up a magical atmosphere. Dim the lights 

(the dark will activate melatonin) or use safe candles. You 

could also play soothing music, which can lower bodily 

arousal levels. 


Don’t give food that will keep him awake 

Avoid giving your child protein food, such as meat or fish, dd i 
in the two hours before bedtime, since it activates dopamine | k Now it IS 
(a brain stimulant). Chocolate is not a good idea either, Z 

since it contains the stimulant drug caffeine. If your child gett In 5 cl Ose 
is hungry, offer him a carbohydrate food such as a banana, : )) 
since it activates serotonin in the brain, which can help to to b ed t laa t= 
make him feel sleepy. A winding-down routine before bedtime, 


: : : ' with a bath followed by a story, will help 
Avoid activating the FEAR system in your to regulate your child's bodily arousal 


child’s lower brain system. He is also highly dependent 
If your child is frightened of the dark, keep a night-light in ones ee his [bomen 
the room. You could call it the “safe fairy” who will watch aegis eeyeeen nr ere 
over your child as he sleeps.? Take his fears and anxieties 

seriously and reassure him. If you don't, his brain may keep 

triggering high levels of glutamate, noradrenaline, and CRF 
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“(Once his feelings 
are out in the open, 
you can find ways 
of soothing him.?? 


Having a baby with all her erratic sleeping 
patterns is hard work for a parent, but it 
is not true that you can never have an 
evening to yourself. Let her fall asleep in 
your arms, lay her in her bassinet or crib, 


and then quietly tiptoe away. 


(corticotrophin-releasing factor), moving his body into a state 
of hyperarousal. When this happens, no human being at all 
will feel sleepy. 


You may choose to lie down next to your child 
while he goes to sleep 

If you do this, there should be no talking. Pretend to be asleep 
yourself; concentrate on your own deep breathing. The skin- 
to-skin contact will regulate your child’s bodily arousal system 
and strengthen the bond between the two of you. The more 
calm you are, the more calm he will be. Consider the brain 
chemicals involved. Body contact activates the release of 
opioids and oxytocin—and oxytocin can promote sleepiness. 
Once your child is sleeping, you can leave to have your evening. 


If your child is too anxious to let you go, it’s 
worthwhile to ask him why 

An anxious three year old who is suffering from the 
activation of the brain’s FEAR and/or PANIC/GRIEF systems 
is likely to ask for another drink, a trip to the bathroom, or 
his pacifier, when he is really trying to say that he is 
frightened. Ask him what he is afraid of, or what he thinks 
might happen when you leave the room. Once his feelings are 
out in the open and talked about, you can find ways of 
soothing him, such as giving him an item of your clothing to 
go to bed with, tucking him up in a special way, or reassuring 
him with words and snuggles. Use your emotionally warm 
presence to activate opioids in his brain, as these chemicals 
naturally inhibit PANIC/GRIEF activation. 


| have to resettle my child continually, every 
night—what am | doing wrong? 


If you are finding it difficult to get your child off to sleep night after night, you need to ask yourself 
some questions. First, are you being calm enough, still enough? The human brain is acutely 


sensitive to emotional atmospheres and to picking up emotions that you may be feeling strongly, 
but are trying not to show. 


Is there an atmosphere of peace and safety in his room, with dimmed lights to activate the sleep 
hormone melatonin? Is your child tired enough? Has he recently eaten protein or chocolate, or 
had a soda, all of which will wake him up? Is he getting enough physical activity during the day? 
Make sure that he plays outdoors during the afternoon whenever possible; the more daylight he 
gets, the better he will sleep at night? 


Is something at home or school disturbing him, so that he doesn’t feel safe enough to sleep? 
Do you scold him a lot? Does he yell at you a lot? If he feels the relationship with you is uncertain, 
he can be scared to let you go. 
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Sleeping with your baby 


Sleeping in close physical proximity to a parent provides a baby with a 
sensorially rich environment because of all the movement, touch, smells, and 
sounds. Skin-to-skin contact throughout the night has been shown to regulate 
a baby’s immature body and brain systems, and can play a key role in 
maintaining his long-term mental and physical well-being. 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


All primates except humans 
co-sleep with their young as a 
normal behavior. After all, infant 
mammals are tasty morsels for 

a predator if left in the dark, 
unprotected by their parents. 
Leaving a baby sleeping by itself 
(solitary sleeping) is only a very 
recent shift for humankind. 

For most of their two million years 
of evolution, humans have co-slept 
with their babies. 


The history of co-sleeping 

Ninety percent of the world’s parents co-sleep with their 
babies. It’s been going on since the beginning of humankind. 
No mammals, other than humans, put their infants in social 
isolation to sleep. Parents in the Western world co-slept with 
their infants until about the 1850s. Putting babies away in 
another room coincided with a “germ myth” that breathing in 
another's breath caused illness. 

Extensive scientific research shows that safe co-sleeping 
can be a real investment for your child’s future physical and 
emotional health. Sleeping with your baby can positively 
influence his physiology, and all those extra hours of body 
contact can bring you together more, since bonding goes on 
at night at well as during the day.* 


Close physical contact with you regulates your 
baby’s temperature-control system 


Skin-to-skin contact with the mother is the genetically 
programmed natural environment for a human infant. When 
a newborn baby is placed on his mother’s chest, something 
amazing happens. If the baby is a little too cold, the mother’s 
temperature rises two degrees to warm him; if the baby is a 
little too warm, the mother’s temperature drops by a degree 
to cool him. This is called “thermal synchrony” and is just 
one of the extraordinary phenomena that result from close 
bodily contact between mothers and infants. 


Co-sleeping means hours of extra body contact 


There is a mass of evidence to demonstrate that the more 
touch a child gets in childhood, the calmer and less fearful he 
is likely to be in adulthood. Physical contact helps to regulate 
the brain’s stress response system and, without this regulation, 
this system can become hardwired for oversensitivity. When 
this is the case, it can be very difficult for a child, as he grows 
up, to calm himself down when stressed.§ Co-sleeping with a 
child in early life means an extra eight hours or so of stress- 
relieving skin-to-skin contact. 

Psychological studies reveal that children who have 
co-slept with their parents in the first years of their life have 
a significantly higher self-esteem; experience less fear and 
anxiety; have a higher cognitive performance; suffer less 
mental illness in adulthood; and enjoy a greater feeling of 
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(1 feel so calm 
and safe”? 


Sleeping next to your baby can help 

to regulate his breathing. Studies have 
shown that sensory stimulation (such as 
the rocking of the mother’s body as she 
walks, and the sounds she makes) keeps 
the unborn child “breathing” rhythmically 
using practice breathing movements that 
begin up to three months before birth. 

It is thought that the stimulation of sleeping 
next to a parent after birth keeps a child 
breathing regularly through the night. 


(The more touch a 
child gets in childhood, 
the calmer he is likely 
to be as an adult.” 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Extra hours of body contact each 
night can bring about better bonding 
between mother and child. Mothers 
who maintain this prolonged skin 
contact have also found it easier 

to produce breast milk for an 
extended period. 


“(Even when asleep, 
mothers appeared to 
be aware of the baby 
next to them. ?? 


satisfaction with life.’ Studies also show that children who 
have never slept in their parents’ bed are harder to control. 
Such children also tend to cope less well with being left 
alone, and are more likely to have tantrums and be fearful. 
This makes sense in terms of them getting less bodily and 
emotional regulation, and having less oxytocin and opioids 
released in their brains. 


Are there risks with co-sleeping? 

Some parents worry about co-sleeping because they have 
fears about suffocating their baby by lying on top of him. 
Research shows that these fears are unfounded, provided 
no one smokes and the parents are not likely to sleep so 
deeply that vigilance is impaired (see opposite). 

In fact, in many cases, co-sleeping seems to bring a higher 
degree of maternal vigilance. One study of around 800 hours of 
video material showed that even when asleep, mothers appeared 
to be aware of the baby next to them. No mother rolled on 
her infant, no matter how close they were to each other.® 

Research has also shown that when co-sleeping, parents 
and babies spend most of the night facing each other. Babies 
don't just passively let themselves be smothered—even 
newborns will struggle and cry in response to something 
preventing them from breathing. That said, the safety factors 
listed opposite must be in place before you co-sleep. 


What is sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS)? 
SIDS (also known as “crib death”) is associated with a 
problem with immaturity of heartbeat, breathing, or blood 
pressure during sleep. The heart-lung system of your baby 
matures only after birth. Until it matures, a young baby’s 
respiratory system is not at all stable. In fact, the heartbeat 
of a perfectly healthy baby can be very irregular. This puts 
babies at risk of breathing problems, especially during sleep. 
In the US, about 1500 children a year die of SIDS, and most 
of these babies die before they reach the age of six months. 


Research makes it clear that certain sleeping conditions carry 
a significant risk, particularly in the first three months of life, 
which is the most vulnerable period (see Safety facts, right). 


Research around the world shows very low rates of 
SIDS in countries where co-sleeping is common 
Where and how a child sleeps raises very passionate feelings 
in some parts of the world. In many areas, it is not 
controversial—co-sleeping is the usual practice. This largely 
has to do with the fact that putting a baby or child in another 
room is not an option for many families around the world, 
because they simply don’t have a spare room. Solitary sleeping 
for babies is very much a Western middle-class phenomenon. 
One study showed that only four percent of Asian babies 
sleep alone.® In China, where co-sleeping is taken for 
granted, SIDS is so rare it doesn’t have a name. One key 
researcher found that no one in China knew what he was 
talking about when he spoke about SIDS; they didn't 
understand his description of a young baby dying suddenly 
for no apparent reason." 

A recent international survey team, the SIDS Global Task 
Force, found that “cultures practising the highest co-sleeping 
and bed-sharing rates experienced ... the lowest SIDS rates of 
all?" As a result of such studies, many researchers think that 
higher rates of SIDS in Western populations may be the result 
of long periods of solitary sleep. 


Key safety factors for co-sleeping 

If you want to co-sleep with your baby, only do so if you are 
able to adhere to all of the safety measures (below and right) 
every night you sleep with your baby. This means that if one 
evening you are exhausted or have had a glass of wine, put 
your baby in a bassinet or crib beside your bed. You can still 
have touch contact with him by reaching into his bed. 

« A baby must always lie face up whether in a crib or in his 
parents’ bed, and lie feet at the foot of the mattress in a crib. 
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To minimize the risk of SIDS, you 

should adhere to the common-sense 
safety rules listed here (whether the 
baby is in a crib or his parents’ bed). 


© A baby should always lie face up 
(never face down). 


© A baby’s head should not be 
covered while he sleeps. 


© The room should be 61-68° F 
(16-20°C); 64°F (18°C) is ideal. 
© A baby should sleep in your room 


for the first six months. 


© If you or anyone in the house 
smokes, you should not co-sleep 
with your baby. 


© If you have been consuming 
alcohol, medication, or drugs, or 
your vigilance is impaired by 
exhaustion do not co-sleep with 
your baby. 


© Do not cover your baby with the 
comforter; use a blanket that comes 
no higher than the baby’s shoulders. 


© Do not let your baby sleep on or 
near a pillow. 


© Do not let your baby sleep on a 
sheepskin. 


© A baby should not co-sleep lying 
between two people. 


© A baby should not co-sleep 
on sofas, water beds, or with 
other children. 


© Never leave your baby unattended 
in or on top of an adult bed. 


74 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


Studies have shown that the majority 
of babies in Southeast Asian families 
sleep with their parents at night. Some 
researchers believe that this factor may 
be linked to the low incidence of SIDS 
(sudden infant death syndrome) in 
Southeast Asian populations. 


« No overheated rooms. Rooms should be between 61 and 
68°F (16 and 20°C). Don't guess, check with a thermometer. 
¢ Don't cover your baby with a comforter; use a blanket and 
make sure it comes no higher than your baby’s shoulders. 

¢ No comforter, soft toys, pillows, or sheepskins should be near 
the baby. A baby should never sleep on a pillow or a sheepskin. 
« Mattresses must be firm—babies shouldn't sleep on soft 
ones. Make sure there is no gap between the headboard and 
the mattress or between the mattress and the wall. 

« Babies shouldn't sleep between two people and don't allow 
siblings in the bed if your baby is less than a year old. 

¢ Never co-sleep with your baby if anyone in the house 
smokes (or you smoked in pregnancy) or there's any reason 
your vigilance could be impaired. This means no alcohol— 
not even one glass of wine; no drugs (illegal or legal); no 
medication to aid sleep; and no exhaustion on your part. 
Even with all these safety measures in place, if you are still 
too anxious about the risk of SIDS, put your baby in a crib by 
the side of your bed. Always seek medical advice if your baby 
is having trouble breathing, is pale, has a rash, is not 
responding to you normally, is hot and sweaty, or isn’t well. 


The protective factors and benefits of co-sleeping 
The media repeatedly communicates the risks of co-sleeping, 
while withholding information about the evidence-based 
protective factors. So parents are presented with neither a 
balanced nor scientifically informed view. There are risks in 
babies co-sleeping if safety factors are not followed, but there 
are also risks in babies sleeping alone. It is unhelpful when 
the advice is simply “Don’t sleep with your baby.” You have a 
right to know about the protective factors, not just the risks 
of co-sleeping, and then to make up your own mind. 

Extensive medical research has shown that co-sleeping, 
particularly with skin-to-skin contact, can do the following: 
+ Regulate a baby’s heart rate, digestive system, breathing 
and temperature.” 


¢ Dramatically lower a baby’s stress (bad stress) chemicals, 
and release oxytocin and opioids in the baby’s brain." 

« Support the development of a baby’s stress response 
systems, sleep patterns, bodily functions, and maturation of 
the higher brain, which enhances cognitive functions. One 
study found that these effects still showed up years later. 

« Enhance a baby’s immune system, so he is less likely to 
have a serious illness in his first six months." 

Result in babies spending more time in lighter sleep. This 
can protect against SIDS, since a baby is more able to wake up 
to stop nonbreathing episodes. If alone, babies tend to enter a 
deep sleep that is much more difficult to arouse from."® 

¢ Improve your sleep. If your child stirs and you are next to 
him, he can be quickly comforted (because of the opioids 
triggered by your soothing voice and your embrace). Research 
shows that if you are awake for less than 15 seconds you can 
usually quickly drop off to sleep again. You will definitely be 
awake if you have to get out of bed to attend to your baby.'” 


Observations in a sleep laboratory 

Sleep laboratories have revealed that when co-sleeping both 
babies and mothers sleep more not less."* Babies breast-feed 
two to four times more frequently and longer and therefore 
receive more of their mother’s antibodies potentially reducing 
child illness.'® Conversely if babies are by themselves, breast- 
feeding may be disrupted (even when a baby is in a crib next to 
Moms bed). Co-sleeping babies hardly ever cry (unless in pain 
or discomfort). Mothers were very responsive and attentive to 
their babies. They kept checking them, making sure they were 
in a safe position, touching, soothing, stroking (all within the 
15-second soothing time, above). Amazingly, in the morning 
most were unaware that they had been doing this all night. 


If a baby sleeps alone 
Isolation and sensory deprivation in early life has been linked 
to mental illness in later life.?° If a baby sleeps alone, his body 
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(in some cultures, 
co-sleeping is pretty 
much problem free 
for parents; in others, 
it is not.?? 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


Other primates don’t share our 
human dilemmas about whether 
to co-sleep or not. They follow their 
instincts (the same instincts we 
have, unless we override them). 
Many infant apes and chimpanzees 
sleep with their parents until about 
the age of eight, although they will 
leave the parental bed earlier if 
another baby comes along. 
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temperature may be subnormal, and there can be erratic 
fluctuations in heart and breathing rates. When a baby is 
placed next to the mother’s body again, these stabilize. If a 
baby is separated from his mother for six hours, his stress 
hormone level will be twice as high as that of a baby whose 
mother is close by. As soon as the baby is placed next to his 
mother, stress hormones drop to safe levels.”' 


Co-sleeping and sleep problems 

If you cant get the sleep you need with a child in your bed, 
the secure bedtimes and safe sleep training ideas in this 
chapter may be a better fit for you. Your sleep is vital if you 
are to be an effective emotion regulator for your child during 
the day. If you are tired, your brain is much more likely to 
activate a negative brain chemistry, which will do your child 
no good. By co-sleeping, you are helping him to regulate his 
emotional and physiological systems at night, but you are 
likely to fail him during the day if loss of sleep has made you 
irritable, agitated, and lacking in interest. 


When do you stop co-sleeping? 
There are no rights and wrongs about when to stop. If you 
are considering getting your child to sleep in his own bed, 
you should ask yourself whether you want to do this, or has 
someone suggested it? If you and your child get enough sleep, 
and you and your partner have enough physical intimacy, 
there’s no reason to stop. Moreover, you may cause a lot 
of stress by pressuring yourself to meet an arbitrary norm. 
Studies show that most preschoolers need an adult next 
to them until they fall asleep, and many come to their parents’ 
beds for comfort.” Such is the power of the lower brain’s 
FEAR and PANIC/GRIEF systems in early childhood. 
Parents who are emotionally responsive accept this natural 
stage of infant brain development and don't try to override 
genetic programming. 


If | let my toddler co-sleep, 
will he ever settle into his 
own bed? 


When parents worry about their children being dependent, 
clingy, and in their bed forever, they should take comfort 
from the fact that the PANIC/GRIEF system in a child’s 
brain becomes far less sensitive over time. This is largely 
because the child’s rapidly developing higher brain naturally 
starts to inhibit this system. Also, as your child moves 
toward puberty, increasing levels of testosterone (in boys) 
and testosterone and estrogen (in girls) have another 
inhibiting effect. Neuroscientists don’t really know why 

this happens. Some think it is because we are genetically 
programmed in adolescence to move away from parents 
to relationships with peers. As your child gets older, 
separation from you at night will not trigger the 

emotional pain that affected him when younger. 


What about our needs 
as parents? We want some 
privacy. 


You need to weigh your needs as adults with all the 
psychological and physiological benefits co-sleeping can 
have for your child. Of course, there are costs if you 
choose co-sleeping, but many parents have a creative 
attitude. They have sex at other times, or start the children 
in their own beds and then allow them to come into the 
parental bed in the middle of the night for that vital 
emotional and bodily regulation. If you are at the 

end of your rope and desperate for time away from your 
children, then these feelings must also be considered 
when you make decisions about sleeping arrangements. 
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All about sleep training 


Some children happily go to sleep in their own beds, without ever having been 
trained to sleep or left to cry. They have built up a very strong association between 
bedtime and feeling completely safe in the world. But for many children, bedtime 
activates primitive alarm systems in the brain and body and they need gentle 


help to calm down. 


Babies are programmed to be highly dependent, 
and they need us to regulate their distress 

states. A child left alone to cry for hours will 
eventually go to sleep, but only from exhaustion, 
or because he's given up crying for help. 


Beginning sleep training 

Most parents begin sleep training because they and their 
child are in need of better sleep. A child of one to three years 
old needs 12-14 hours sleep a night; from three to five years, 
he needs 11-13 hours, while children from five to twelve 
years old need 10-11 hours. Sleep is vital for physical growth 
(the growth hormone is released only during sleep). The 
effects of sleep deprivation can include poor performance at 
school, lack of attention, and hyperactivity. 

If you do decide to sleep train, make sure that you don’t 
use a method that involves prolonged crying, even for a few 
nights (see below). As the higher brain develops, children 
grow out of PANIC/GRIEF responses, but until they do, it’s 
vital that you meet their frightened or distressed states with 
reassurance and comfort. See it from their point of view; the 
thought of being separated from you at night and being put 
in a dark room all alone can provoke extreme anxiety. 


Some experts advocate leaving a child to 

“cry it out” 

The theory is that after a few nights of fruitless crying, a 

child will go to sleep without fuss. Often, however, this entails 
prolonged periods of crying of an hour or more, and for 
many nights, not just a few. The technique is effective from 
the parents’ point of view, but it can never be considered as 

a worthwhile achievement. And what is the cost for the child? 


Babies cannot calm themselves down 

A baby is not capable of settling himself to a state of inner 
peace and well-being. What he can do, however, is eventually 
give up in the absence of response and go to sleep after 
endless exhausted, unanswered cries for help. And going to 
sleep stressed from all that desperate calling means he may 
wake up frequently in the middle of the night, just as adults 
would if they had gone to sleep in a very stressed state. This 
cannot be counted as successful sleep training; it’s simply 
what happens with any mammal (human or otherwise) 
whose cries are ignored by its parent. The most determined 
infants with the strongest wills will cry the longest. 

A baby who is trained out of his instinct to cry when 
being separated from a parent should never be mistaken for 
being in a state of calm. His stress levels have gone up, not 
down. Studies show that after being left to cry, babies move 
into a primitive defense mode. This results in an irregularity 
in breathing and heart rate, both of which can fluctuate 
wildly, and high levels of cortisol. Infants who have been 
trained not to cry can often be seen staring into space with a 
fixed stare. Allan Schore, a neuropsychoanalyst, calls it “the 
black spot in going-on-being” or “conservation-withdrawal.” 
In attachment theory, when a child starts to bottle up his 
feelings rather than express them, the process is known as 
Protest-Despair—-Detachment. 

Without your help, your baby cannot bring his stress 
hormone levels down to base rate, or adjust his bodily arousal 
states, or change his brain chemistry so that relaxing oxytocin 
and opioids flood in. To make these things happen, your baby 
needs you next to him, soothing him and regulating his 
immature brain and body systems. 


Kind sleep training 

Of course, not all sleep training is bad for the brain. Here 

are some safe no-cry options that you can try for young 
children, and older babies when appropriate. First, if you have 
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Children can be highly sensitive to 
separation at bedtime. If a child 
feels anxious about being alone, 
the pituitary gland in his brain 
sends the hormone ACTH to his 
adrenal glands, which respond by 
producing high levels of the stress 
hormone cortisol (se page 41). 
Studies of other infant mammals 
showed that the longer an infant 
was left for, the greater the increase 
in the cortisol level.25 Even when 
crying and restlessness decreased, 
cortisol stayed high or increased. 
The possible long-term effect of 
repeated separation anxiety is an 
extreme sensitivity to stress. Adults 
with this hypersensitivity find it 
difficult to calm themselves down. 
A child who receives reassurance 
and calming touch at bedtime, 
however, is likely to have oxytocin 
and opioids washing over his brain, 
helping him to sleep peacefully. 


The systems involved in 
stress response 


ACTH . | pituitary 


path to | gland 


adrenal 


glands cortisol 


path to 
brain 
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Bedtime has become 
a battle with my 
toddler—why? 


Sadly, scenes at bedtime are all too often mistaken 
for a battle of wills rather than the activation of pain 
and panic in a child’s brain. When children cry for 
their parents not to leave them at night, they are 
acting as other infant mammals are genetically 
programmed to do when left alone. It is not about 
control; that’s an adult interpretation of events. It’s 
the effect of a powerful hormonal system in the 
lower mammalian part of the brain. 


My child is desperately 
clingy at bedtime. What 
should | do? 


If your child needs to cling to you to get to sleep, 
then let him. Children cling if they feel very unsafe. 
They also cling to you to change their negative 
brain chemistry (high levels of stress chemicals) to 
a positive one. Body contact with you can activate 
opioids and oxytocin in the brain, naturally lowering 
levels of stress chemicals. Sometimes a child's 
anxiety is increased because something has made 
his little world feel insecure. One way to help him 
is for you to tell him the story of his day, which will 
help him process all the emotional ups and downs 
he went through. As adults we can't get to sleep 
when worries and concerns keep swirling around 
our minds, because no one has helped us to 
manage them. It’s just the same with children. 
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done everything to settle down your child in his own bed, but 
he follows you out of the room, turn around immediately and 
put him back into bed. Reassure him that he is safe and that 
you will see him in the morning. Don't leave him to cry, and 
don't just plonk him on his bed like a sack of potatoes and 
walk away. If you do, you are giving him an experience of 
rupture, which can activate his lower brain PANIC/GRIEF 
system. Tell him again that he is safe and loved and give him 
a hug. Keep doing this every time he gets out of bed. 

If he gets distressed, this is not the right technique for him 
right now (keeping in mind those so vulnerable immature 
brain systems). Instead, you can sit by his bed until he feels 
safe enough to fall asleep. 


Avoid sleep training that is based on a deal 

to leave the door open 

This is the technique where you tell your child that if he 

gets out of bed to follow you, you will close the door—but 

if he stays in bed, you will leave the door open. This method 
works because it activates the FEAR system in the child’s 
lower brain. The fear of the door being shut (and completely 
cutting off access to you) is so awful that the child stays in 
bed. But in using this method, we are back to those worrying 
levels of cortisol (see pages 40-41). For centuries, people 

got children to behave by activating the brain’s FEAR system. 
But studies show that repeated activation of this system in 
childhood can lead to anxiety disorders in later life.” 


When it's time for your child to sleep on his own, 
use science to inform your methods 

Studies with other mammals show that the acoustic presence 
of the mother (in other words, the sound of her voice) can 
effectively bring down stress chemical levels in a baby 
separated from its mother.?” Give your child a recording of 
you saying something like, “Hi, little one, you are really safe. I 
love you very much.” You could also make a recording of you 
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Daytime naps are important for babies 
and very young children, but it can 
also be very tempting to continue 
putting a child down for a sleep just 
for your own benefit. There is no point 
in insisting that your child takes a nap 
if he has long outgrown the need. 
Children will catch up on sleep 
anywhere—on the sofa, in a stroller, or 
in a car seat—if they are really tired. 


telling one of his favorite stories. Then, if he gets into a state 
of painful opioid withdrawal at night, he can just switch on 
the player by his bed.” 


Give him something that smells of you 

Your smell can also trigger powerful positive feelings in your 
child’s brain. Give him something to hold at night that smells 
of you—for example, a piece of your clothing. With a baby, 
placing a soft piece of cloth with the smell of your breast milk 
near him (but out of reach) can be highly effective in settling 
him down. This is because the olfactory bulb in the brain, 
which registers scent, is right next to the amygdala, the part 
of the brain that triggers strong emotional associations. 


Create a cosy room space 

We know that opioids can be activated in the brain when 
someone enters a familiar, cosy place. So make your child’s 
bedroom a really special sanctuary where he loves to be. 
If your child is older, he can help you design it, choose the 
bedding, pillows, posters for the walls, and so on. 


Massage, cuddly toys, and rewards 

are also effective 

Research shows that preschool children who received 
massage before bed experienced less difficulty falling asleep 
and better sleep patterns.”® Encourage your older child to 
have a cuddly toy. This may also activate comforting brain 
chemicals. Try a reward system: each time your child sleeps 
in his own bed the whole night through, he gets a sticker. 
Agree with him that a certain number of stickers means a 
little present or special treat. 


Key points 


¢ Most babies are terrible 
sleepers. Your parenting is not 
inadequate just because your 
baby won't settle down at night. 


¢ Co-sleeping is the norm in 
many parts of the world; fears 
about the level of risk appear to 
be unfounded, provided parents 
follow all the safety rules. 


¢ Skin-to-skin contact and close 
physical proximity during the 
night can play a key role in 
maintaining the mental and 
physical health of your child, 
regulating his immature body 
and brain systems. 


e Leaving a child to cry himself SSS XK. 


to sleep is putting him at risk of 
adverse changes to his immature 
brain systems. 


~ ae 


¢ Sleep training doesn’t have to 
involve tears. The gentle approach 
will work without having damaging 
long-term effects. 


chemistry of 
love & joy 


This chapter shows you how to enable your child 
to grow up with a wonderful capacity for joy, and 
the ability to love in peace and not in torment. It 
looks at love, from the early love between parent 
and child to loving relationships in adult life. When 
we love deeply, we are also intensely alive. The 
reverse is true, too. If we cannot fully love, we 
cannot fully live. This section also explores the 
power of playful parenting and how you can help 
your child to develop a capacity for fun, humor, and 
spontaneity, as well as foster her ability to 


“fly” with others in life. 
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Powerful brain chemicals 


Hormones and neurotransmitters are powerful chemicals produced in the body 
and brain that can make us feel wonderful or awful. We tend to think of hormones 
only in relation to our sexuality, but there are many different types that affect us 

in all kinds of ways—influencing our feelings, perception, and behavior. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Touching base is when little kids run 
around happily then, all of a sudden, 
sit on Mom or Dad's lap or lean on 
them or touch them in some way. This 
can last a matter of seconds or 
minutes. Then off they go to run 
around happily again. This is called 
“emotional refueling”* and it serves to 
create a wonderful chemical balance in 
their brains. If your child is doing this 
with you, it's a real compliment—she 
is experiencing you as a source of 
natural brain opioids. 


Hormonal heaven 

Neuroscientist Candice Pert says, “Each of us has his or her 
own... finest drugstore available at the cheapest cost—to 
produce all the drugs we ever need to run our body and 
mind.”' The natural hormones and neurochemicals that we 
have in our bodies and brains can not only make us feel just 
great, but also enable us to thrive. The problem is that 
because of too much relational stress in childhood, some 
people may never gain access to the finest chemicals in the 
“drugstore” of their minds. 


When opioids and oxytocin are in dominance in 
the brain, the world feels like a warm, inviting place 
When they are strongly activated in combination, these 
neurochemicals can bring us the deepest sense of calm and 
contentment, with the capacity to take life’s stresses in stride. 
If you provide your child with lots of early experiences of 
loving calm, she will repeatedly experience oxytocin and 
opioids being in dominance in her brain. This will make her 
feel very calm, safe, and warm inside. She is likely to be better 
able to enjoy: 

« the capacity to savor 

« the capacity to linger in the moment 

« the capacity to drift and let go. 

Through experiencing these neurochemical states on a 
regular basis, your child will start to greet the world with 
interest and wonder, rather than with a sense of fear and 


threat. What’s more, she will also be building up resilience to 
deal well with painful and stressful times in life, that no 
human being can avoid.? 


Hormonal hell 

If a child repeatedly feels fear and rage in childhood, say from 
a strict parenting style that regularly involves yelling at her, or 
lots of commands, criticisms, and angry facial expressions, it 
can block the release of opioids and oxytocin in her brain. 
Unrelieved by calmness, comfort, and warm physical 
affection, her body and brain can then become accustomed 
to high levels of the chemicals cortisol, adrenaline, and 
noradrenaline, which are pumped out by the adrenal glands 
in times of stress. This can make her feel threatened and 
unsafe at all times.* 


When the hormone cortisol is activated in the 
brain and body at high levels for too long, the 
world can feel like a hostile, attacking place 
High levels of cortisol can make us feel overwhelmed, 
fearful, and miserable, coloring our thoughts, feelings, and 
perceptions with a sense of threat or dread as if everything 
we need to do is much too hard. 

Adrenaline and noradrenaline can also strongly affect our 
mood, both telling the heart to pump faster and harder, the 
liver to release glucose, the fat reserves to release fat, and the 
muscles to mobilize energy reserves. With optimal levels of 
these hormones, we can feel alert with clear thinking, but 
when strongly activated, just like cortisol, they can make us 
feel anxious or angry or both. We become intensely focused 
on a feeling of threat (real or imagined) and our bodies move 
into a state of hyperarousal, activating all kinds of lower brain 
“fight” (aggression) or “flight or freeze” impulses (withdrawal 
and avoidance). Research shows that a child’s early 
experiences of parenting are extremely influential in 
determining whether stress chemicals are strongly activated 
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Opioids are brain chemicals with 
many functions. One is to relieve 
pain. The name of one type, 
endorphin, comes from 
“endogenous morphine’— 
morphine that is made naturally by 
the body. However, opioids also give 
us a general sense of well-being. 
Oxytocin is vital for contributing 
to feelings of comfort and safety in 
children. It also inhibits the action 
of the stress response system 
(see pages 40-41). When oxytocin 
is released by the pituitary gland, 
there is a cascade of chemical 
reactions. One of their effects is 
that the adrenal glands, on top of 
the kidneys, release less of the 
stress hormone cortisol 


Opioids are released by a group of cells 
in the hypothalamus, and there are opioid 
receptors all over the brain. Oxytocin is 
released by the pituitary gland. 
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ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


Research with other mammals has 
shown that: 

© The more physical contact the 
mothers gave to their babies, the 
less fearful and more courageous 
their babies grew up to be, and 
this effect lasted a lifetime. Baby 
mammals who experienced lower 
levels of touch from their mothers 
showed more fearfulness in 
adulthood. 

© The more physically 
demonstrative the mother, the 
more mentally healthy the infant in 
later life. In adulthood they became 
confident, attentive mothers with 
calmer infants. 

© Babies who experienced more 
physical contact also aged better, 
with fewer degenerative changes 

in their brain; and they were less 
anxious when placed in a new 
environment, explored more, 

and managed well with stress.° 


on a regular basis in later life. If they are, they can leave 
her in a kind of hell on earth, in a persistent state of 
hyperarousal. She may feel threatened for most of the time. 
Tragically, this sense of being fundamentally unsafe in the 
world can eventually become her way of knowing herself and 
other people. As a result, your child may move into living her 
life in a chronic state of mistrust and take one of two 
fundamental positions: either “shrinking from life or 
doing battle with it.” 


Warm physical contact 

The problem is that you can’t just inject children or adults 
with oxytocin, since it doesn’t travel to the brain. And you 
can't give it orally since it just gets digested. These chemicals 
can only be highly activated in the human brain through 
warm human connection! In short, if we want children to 
grow up able to feel calm and safe in the world, and at ease 
with themselves and other people, we need to make sure that 
safe physical contact and physical comforting of distress is 
integral to their lives.* 


Any form of warm physical contact between 
parent and child can have a positive effect 
Cuddles and hugs, affectionate little squeezes, carrying 

your baby in a sling, baby massage (see page 47), and 

falling asleep in your arms can all have a wonderful effect 

on your child. All these “one-on-one” moments with a 
loving parent will activate opioids and oxytocin in your 
child’s brain. When she is lying next to your calm body, 

your child is likely to have oxytocin and opioids cascading 
all over her brain. This will feel delicious and satisfying for 
both of you. For this to happen, it is important that you are 
in a calm state, since this is when opioids and oxytocin are in 
dominance in your brain. Monitor your mood, because lying 
next to your child when you are anxious or tense will release 
stress chemicals in her brain. 


Don’t forget to cuddle your children over five as 
well as your little ones 

The amazing brain effects of touch are just as powerful with 
older children. The oxytocin your child gets from cuddling 
will keep the opioid bond with your child alive much longer.’ 
What's more, if you keep lots of wonderful cuddling going 
right through childhood into adolescence (as long as the 
young person still wants them, of course), it can mean there 
is much less tension in your relationship when your children 


become teenagers (see also page 99). 
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“(These wonderful 
emotion chemicals 
are nature’s gifts 
to us.”? 


Professor Jaak Panksepp 


“(lease pick 
me up?) 


Only body-to-body contact releases 
wonderful stress-relieving chemicals. 

It is such a common sight to see a baby 
in a stroller screaming in spite of all 
attempts at rocking and jiggling to soothe 
her. Once picked up, she often becomes 
quiet within seconds. 


QO WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


All about love 


Each one of us has a genetically ingrained system in the brain that gives us the 
capacity to love—the CARE (attachment) system. But this system is “experience 
dependent,’ which means that how it will be expressed (or not) depends on the 
types of experiences we have, and, in particular, those we have in childhood. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


The ability to form loving relationships 
is often established very early in life. 
Your children will learn about love and 
kindness with others through your 
consistent example. In this picture, 
Lilly, four, is so tender toward her baby 
brother because her parents have loved 
her with tenderness. 


There are two types of love 


We can love in peace or in torment. Loving in peace means 
that you associate love with deep states of well-being. Loved 
ones bring security, comfort, and meaning to your life. You 
see your loved ones realistically and have a basic trust in 
them. Loving in torment can means peaks of excitement 
marred with jealousy, destructive rage, and fears of both 
dependency and abandonment. You can have a basic 
mistrust, which may lead to an impossible need for 
reassurance as well as clinging behavior. Or you may destroy 
love or run away from it. Whether your child will love in 
peace or love in torment will be profoundly influenced by the 
way you love her now, and the brain chemistries and systems 
activated as a result. 

In this chapter, I'll be looking at the science of love 
between parent and child and how it impacts a child’s ability 
to form rewarding relationships in later life. In the US, the 
lifelong probability of a marriage ending in divorce is 
between 40 and 50 percent—this does not take into account 
those families separating without divorce."* This means 
millions of people know what it is like to love in torment 
and/or suffer emotional starvation in their primary 
relationship. This chapter’s goal is to help you make sure 
that your child does not suffer like this in her adult life. Her 
first experiences with you will have a dramatic influence on 
how the genetically ingrained systems for love and human 
warmth unfold. 


The science and psychology of 

loving in peace 

Whether it’s a child with her parent, or a pair of adult 
partners, loving in peace means that for most of the time the 
other person gives you a profound sense of feeling safe in 

the world, a deep level of comfort, and real meaning and 
purpose. You trust that the person you love will not frighten 
or disrespect you, and when they hurt you or make you angry 
(as they inevitably will at times of misconnection), you know 
they will listen to your point of view, and be motivated to find 
a way to make up. When we love deeply we are also intensely 
alive. So what is happening in the brain that supports this 
fortunate way of being in the world, and what has parenting 
got to do with it? 


Activation of the CARE (attachment) system 

When parenting enables a child to love in peace it means that 
the CARE (attachment) system deep in the lower brain has 
been repeatedly and consistently activated. In addition, when 
the child has felt rage, fear, or distress her parents have helped 
her deal with these feelings; they have soothed, calmed and 
listened to her, not taken a “just get over it” attitude. The 
child then carries her parent around in her mind as a “secure 
base” and knows that whenever she is hurting, frightened, 

or unhappy, her parent will respond to her in a sensitive, 
attuned way. In addition, securely attached children trust 
that when they feel joyous, excited, or proud, their parents 
will always meet them in these high-energy states with 
appropriate words, energy, and tone of voice. In short, secure 
attachment is known as “meeting the child in pain and 
meeting the child in joy.’ 

Loving in peace activates cascades of exquisite well-being 
chemicals in the brain including opioids (see page 87). As I 
have described, it’s when these cascades are triggered again 
and again that we feel warm, expansive, potent, and that all is 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


If your child grows up able to 
love in peace, in later life she will 
be able to: 

© choose partners well, by walking 
toward the people who are good for 
her and away from those who are 
not 

develop and sustain long-term, 
fulfilling intimate relationships 
have the vital resources for 
tenderness, kindness, compassion, 
and passion 

e listen, soothe, and comfort and 
support the other emotionally 

© spontaneously give of herself 

in the moment to the person 

she loves 

© be loving and sexual at the 
same time 

feed an intimate relationship 
with compliments, appreciation, 
lovely surprises, and being 
generous in sharing her inner 
world of thoughts and feelings, 
even when this feels difficult. 


Q2 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


at Loving in peace 
means that 

your moment-to- 
moment stream 

of consciousness, 
your thoughts and 
feelings, take you 
to a warm world 
inside your head. ?? 


A capacity for awe is vital if we are to 
experience being transported from the 
ordinary and everyday into the exquisite and 
wondrous. It is also key to experiencing beauty 
in people, in music, in nature, in breathtaking 
human creations. Awe shows us what is 
possible... and so is the antidote to feelings of 
defeat or hopelessness. 


well. This feeling is intensified if we are physically affectionate 
with our loved ones; touch in this context triggers oxytocin 
(see page 88), which sensitizes the opioid system. Oxytocin 
and opioids are antiaggression, antianxiety chemicals, so when 
they are triggered, we do not feel anxious or worried and we 
do not feel angry. What’s more, when they are activated in your 
child she'll also be building up resilience and the ability to deal 
with the inevitable painful and stressful times in her life.“ 


The chemistry of secure attachment enriches 
quality of life 

Secure attachment can give your child: 

« A capacity for awe and wonder, and to savor and linger in 
the moment Through experiencing neurochemical well- 
being states on a regular basis, your child will greet the world 
with interest and wonder, rather than with a sense of worry 
or threat. Activation of the CARE system within the context 
of the parent-child relationship enables us to enjoy states of 
awe and wonder, feel at ease and relaxed, and so refuel. 

« A capacity for tenderness and compassion When the 
CARE system works in a well-coordinated way with the 
higher brain, we experience feelings of compassion and 
empathy, and carry out acts of generosity. With warm secure 
upbringings, some primates, like us, prioritize helping other 
animals in distress. Neuroscientist Jean Decety, for example, 
found that a carefree rat chose to prioritize releasing a 
trapped rat over eating a piece of chocolate (a favorite rat 
treat!). And even after the rat had helped his trapped mate 
to freedom, he shared the chocolate with him.” 

+ Psychological strength Scientists have found that 
psychological strength is opioid-mediated, too. Children 
who are securely attached benefit from resilience, which 
means that after a bad news shock for example, they can 
calm themselves down and think well (after the initial 
dysregulation, which derails anybody). Secure attachment 
also means they have the capacity to seek help from another 
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“(1 love being 
with you”? 


How you love your child now, the 
emotional energies and qualities of that 
love, are directly transferable to your 
child’s relationships with others. If you 
love in a spontaneously affectionate way, 
you will be empowering your child to 
be the same with others. If you delight 
in your child, and express that openly, 
she in turn will be able to delight in 
others. If you express your warmth 
through fun and play, she will be 
building up a vital life resource to 

be fun in her own relationships. 


The strong loving-in-peace bond a 

child develops with her parent is directly 
related to having enough moments 
together that trigger the opioids, oxytocin, 
and prolactin in her brain. A parent who 
scoops up her child in loving arms when 
she cries and when she is joyful, throws 
her up in the air, and showers her with 
tickles and “raspberries” on her tummy 
sets the scene for the formation of a 
deeply loving bond. These simple 
responses can strongly activate the 
bonding chemicals. 
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ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


It doesn’t matter if you are an otter, 
squirrel, big cat, or a human. As 
mammals we all have this wonderful 
brain opioid system. So we all have the 
capacity for a profound sense of well- 
being and contentment. There has 
been some groundbreaking research 
about the brain chemistries that trigger 
bonding behaviors. The research 
compared mammals who had little 
oxytocin activity in their brains with 
those who had a lot. The animals with 
weak firings of oxytocin in their brains 
didn't form close relationships and 
chose to live in isolation. After having 
sex, they left their mates. 

The other mammals, who had a 
much stronger activation of oxytocin in 
their brains, had strong preferences 
for one partner. They also found social 
contact very rewarding and were 
much less aggressive. When oxytocin 
was pumped into the brains of the 
aggressive, isolated animals, there was 
a dramatic decrease in aggression.'® 


person, instead of turning to drugs, alcohol, food, cigarettes, 
or self-harm to calm themselves down. 

Popularity and social confidence Research shows that 
humans and animals prefer to spend more time in the 
presence of those with a strong activation of well-being 
chemicals. People who activate opioids in our own brains 
make us feel safe and warm—they make the sun shine."® 

« Better physical health Your child is more likely to enjoy 
much better health as her immune system benefits too."” 


The science and psychology of 


loving in torment 


Loving in “torment” by contrast, whether in a parent-child 
or an adult relationship, is marred by fear and psychological 
pain. The systems triggered in this instance are: RAGE, 
FEAR, and PANIC/GRIEF (see page 29). Asa result, you or 
your child may destroy the love you have, or run away from 
it. Neither you nor your child, or both, will have the skills or 
motivation to repair relationships and reconnect after the 
inevitable misconnections and hurt arising in any intimate 
relationship. Loving in torment means threats to leave, or 
leaving, and brings repeated stress-hormone-driven self states 
that lead to ill-health, unhappiness, and a shorter life." 
When a relationship with a parent leaves the child loving 
in torment, she is very vulnerable to loving in torment in her 
adult relationships, too. Your child may: 
« Only be able to sustain short-term intimate relationships 
that break down after the honeymoon period. 
Have a “love-and-run” approach to relationships—she 
becomes close to someone very quickly, and then just as 
quickly withdraws. 
« Be so needy and desperate for love that it drives people 
away, including her own children. 
« Confuse love with issues of power and control, or 
submission and dominance. 


« Find that her love can trigger fear in another person, 
or she may stay in destructive relationships. 
+ Not be able to love at all. 


Your parenting can affect how your 


child loves 


How you love your child will dramatically influence 
whether she loves in peace or loves in torment in adulthood. 
Parent-child interactions have a long-term impact on the 
genetically ingrained systems in the lower brain: CARE 
(attachment), SEEKING, PLAY (loving in peace); or RAGE, 
FEAR, and PANIC/GRIEF (loving in torment). Of course, 

a child’s love for a parent is not automatic—no parent can 
command love from their child. 


Nucleus 
accumben: 


The CARE (attachment) system 

extends throughout the lower brain. 

The structures include: 

anterior cingulate gyrus 

¢ parts of the hypothalamus 

ventral tegmental area (VTA). 

Key chemicals in this system 

include opioids, released from 

many parts of the brain including 

the anterior cingulate, and prolactin 

and oxytocin, which are released Dopamine from 

from the pituitary gland. , lower brain acts on 
When we feel passionate love, the Senay 

VTA releases dopamine, stimulating on pleasure 

a network of pathways in the lower 

brain and in the frontal lobes, and 

producing an effect like cocaine. 

Scientists think the VTA may activate 

the drive to express caring behavior. 
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“(There are 
biological 
mechanisms 
behind the most 
sublime human 
behavior. ?? 
Antonio Damasio 


Anterior cingulate 
gyrus governs caring 
and social sensitivity, 
and is activated 

by opioids 


Hypothalamus. 


Ventral tegmental 
area (VTA), when. 
stimulated by 
oxytocin, releases 
dopamine 
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Parenting for love in peace 


So, how do you make sure your child loves in peace not torment? Some parents 
mistakenly think that to enable a child to become securely attached, you just 

need to love them. This isn’t the case. Secure attachment means that the child feels 
secure in the adult’s ability to provide attuned emotional responsiveness whenever 
they have an emotional need. 


An affectionate relationship with a parent or 
caregiver, involving lots of cuddling and play, 
will strengthen the emotional bond between 
parent and child. The warm physical contact 
causes the release of oxytocin in the brain. 
This sensitizes the brain's opioid system, 
making the child feel calm and securely loved. 


The science of attuned emotional 


responsiveness 

Also known as maternal synchrony, attuned emotional 
responsiveness happens when parents read their baby’s or 
child’s signals accurately and empathically—they are “in tune” 
with them. Research shows that parents and infants influence 
each other with face-to-face interaction at intervals as small 
as a third of a second!” A child experiences this as a deep 
enlivening connection with her parent. 

In order to offer attuned emotional responsiveness you 
need to be self-aware and to always be thinking about how 
you come across to your child—remembering that she needs 
empathy. Are you being too rough, too intrusive, or too 
anxious? Is your voice too harsh, too irritated, or low-key 
in response to a child’s moment of pride? Think about these 
factors whatever you are doing, for example when you change 
her diaper, dress her, or play with her. With an older child, 
think about how you discipline her, praise her, and help her 
with friendship problems. In those early years when a child 
has need after need after need, it’s important to see this as 
attachment seeking (which requires emotional regulation) 
not attention seeking (which is sometimes punished). 


The importance of relationship repair 
Hearing all this can make parents feel guilty since it sounds 
a bit like they have to be superhuman in terms of sensitive 


awareness and empathy and doesn't take into account all 

the pressures of being a modern-day parent. So now the 
reassuring part! American developmental psychologist Ed 
Tronick did some vital research asking a group of parents 
with securely attached children the key question: how often 
do they have to be attuned to their baby or child to have a 
securely attached child? He found that a third of the time 
these parents were beautifully attuned and a third of the time 
they were not attuned, but they repaired this by realizing they 
were mis-attuned (known as “interactive repair,’ see page 
159). For the rest of the time they weren't tuning in well. 
However, the two-thirds was enough for the child to become 
securely attached and so to flourish in life in all the ways 

I described." 


What’s happening in the brains of parents who 
enable their children to be securely attached? 
Research shows that if parents are able to offer secure 
attachment, reward systems are activated in the parts of their 
brain called the nucleus accumbens and the ventral tegmental 
area (see page 95). The child then picks up on how much she 
is delighting her parent and reward chemicals trigger in the 
same parts of her brain, too,”* and so it becomes a mutually 
rewarding cycle. 

Parents who enable their children to become securely 
attached are also able for much of the time to release optimal 
levels of the calming, well-being chemicals, which in turn 
calms and regulates their children. The is also activation of 
the parts of their own brains associated with theory of mind, 
emotional regulation, and empathy (prefrontal cortex). In 
other words, we have the science to show that the parents 
are holding in mind the mind of their child.” In contrast, 
parents who frequently mis-attune have stress hormones 
dominating when they are with their children.” This is 
particularly so with parents with too-high levels of arousal 
(intrusive parents) or too low arousal (a depressed mother). 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


A father and his son Eric, three 
years old, sat at a table in a 
restaurant. Eric merrily drives his 
toy train into his plate of spaghetti. 
His father raises his voice and 
speaks a little too sharply to say 
“no” to Eric. This frightens Eric, but 
he is securely attached, so he 
rushes round the table to his dad to 
seek comfort. Daddy apologizes and 
says, “I am sorry. | wanted you to 
stop putting your toy in your food, 
but | should not have told you in a 
voice that frightened you.” Eric 
stops crying and sits down happily. 


(The theory of mind 
is the ability to 
attribute mental 
states—beliefs, 
intents, desires, 
pretending, 
knowledge—to 
oneself and others, 
and to understand 
that other people 
have different beliefs, 
desires, intentions, 
and perspectives 
from yours. )? 
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The role of playful 
parenting 


There are some people on this earth who are just lovely to be around. Their 
vitality, expansiveness, and warmth are infectious and people light up in their 
presence. In comparison, others are somewhat squashed and contracted, living, for 
a lot of the time, within a narrow band of safe emotions. They can be very likeable, 
but you can never really go “flying” with them. You cannot experience shared 
moments of intense joy with them, moments that make you feel incredibly alive. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Some parents fall in love with their 
baby as soon as she is born. For 
others, it takes a little longer, often 
because they don’t believe a baby is all 
that interesting until she begins to talk. 
What they fail to realize is that young 
babies are capable of the most 
wonderful conversations (see page 
110). And because parents aren’t aware 
of this, their baby loses out on some 
wonderful early brain-sculpting 
opportunities. 


The first love affair 


It's a wonderful gift when you fall in love with your infant 
and even more amazing if she falls in love with you. In 
this section I look at how you can have the best chance of 
forming a deeply fulfilling relationship with your child. In the 
penultimate chapter, The best relationship with your child 
(see pages 242-59), I will show you activities that help you 
build and maintain your relationship through play. It is 
important, also, to know what to do if the emotionally 
attuned dance goes wrong; for this turn to pages 114-17. 
Beginning at around two and a half months, when infants 
begin to engage strongly with their eyes, you may spend long 
periods locked in a mutual gaze with your new baby. Infants 
do not do this when looking at other objects; they love to 
look at faces. The delighted expression on your face “tells” 
your baby just how delightful she is. 


These one-on-one times are also the very 
foundation stones for a child’s self-esteem 
Children lucky enough to have such beautiful intimate 
moments with a parent repeatedly in early life are rich 


indeed. The ability to “light you up” is the very basis of your 
baby’s sense of herself as lovely and loveable, as fun to be 
with, and as capable of bringing joy to another. Children who 
miss out on these early intense, loving one-on-one times are 
likely to struggle far more with self-esteem in later life. 


Falling in love with a parent is very important since 


this love is so often transferred to a love of life 
Take four-year-old Emma, for example—she is, quite simply, 


in love with her Daddy. He has just put some new little jars of 


jam on the table with breakfast. Emma says with a genuine 
sense of exhilaration, “Wow, these are the best little jars 

of jam I have ever seen!” This response shows that Emma 

has already started transferring her love for her father to a 

love of life. 


Keeping physical affection alive into middle 
childhood and through the teenage years 

Any form of warm physical contact between a parent and 
child can strengthen the bond between them. Any “one-on- 
one” moments with a loving parent will activate well-being 
chemicals (see pages 86-89). Skin-to-skin contact is the most 
powerful bonding touch (see page 46). 

In some families, unfortunately, there is a steep drop of 
cuddling and physical play after babyhood, and then another 
steep drop when children reach adolescence. Telling your 
child, for example, that she is “too big for cuddling now” is a 
grave mistake. Some children with this experience start to 
drift away from their parents, and the emotional bond 
weakens. Many such children reach a very defensive point, 
and on the few occasions that embraces are offered by their 
parents, they are rejected—it's too little, too late. What’s more, 
from touch-starved childhoods people can grow up with 
“troubled bodies.” Self-harm, smoking, drinking, drug abuse, 
and bodily neglect can all be testimony to the lack of 
comforting through touch and physical parent-child play.”* 
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Research shows that societies and families 
rich in warm physical affection have far fewer 
problems with anger and aggression, yet in 
some families there is a steep drop in cuddling 
and physically playful times after babyhood. 
This is followed by another steep drop after age 
five, and then another one when their children 
reach adolescence. There is a natural moving 
away from parents in adolescence, but this can 
start much earlier in parent-child relationships 
starved of physical affection. 
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As we have explained, you cant just prescribe oxytocin. For 
children to grow up feeling calm and safe, and at ease with 
themselves and their bodies, parents need to ensure safe 

physical contact and physical comforting for every child.?” 


High-intensity moments 
These are moments of real meeting between you and your 
child, and are key to your child feeling loved and loveable. 
High-intensity relational moments are times of very strong 
emotional connection without distraction, and without 
focusing on some third object, such as a TV or a computer . 
game. For example, your child suddenly flings her arms ‘ 
around you and says “I love you, Mommy.’ You then pick 
her up in response, turn her upside down, and give her a 
delicious squeeze. She laughs and laughs with glee. 
High-intensity moments involve lingering in the sheer 
intimacy of the moment. They involve reaching out to each 
other spontaneously. They are moments through which 
your child feels deeply met in her joy or in her pain. Such 
moments can become treasured memories in adulthood. 


Children are great teachers of high-intensity 
relational moments, if we are open to learning 
Children can teach us all about emotional connection or 
reteach us about it if we have forgotten. Babies who have been 
on the receiving end of enough high-intensity relational 
moments soon become experts. Many babies are superb at 
intense gazing. They can have real “meetings” with strangers. 
For example, if you are in a coffee shop, a baby will often 
catch your eye and then you are both caught in a delicious 
intimate meeting across a crowded room. However, if your 
capacity for intimacy has been blighted or never properly 
developed in your own childhood, then babies cannot use 
you in this vital brain-sculpting way. 

Some families are fertile grounds for positive high-intensity 
relational moments, others are not. Some families just get out 


How many high-intensity 
positive relational 
moments are you having 
with your child? 


You can monitor yourself by doing this assessment. 
Think of a day recently when you were with your child 
for several hours. Did any of the following occur? 


® You spontaneously gave your child a hug, 
or some other physically affectionate gesture. 
She spontaneously gave you a hug or kiss 
and you met this with grace. 


© You spontaneously told your child that she was 
good at something. 


© You engaged in rough-and-tumble or gentle-and- 
tumble play (see page 106). 


© Your eyes met for a while, with feelings of love 
or warmth, or you engaged in shared laughter. 


® You shared moments of calm (for example, 
snuggled up together on the sofa, reading together). 


© Your hellos and goodbyes were wonderful moments 
of connection, rather than rushed nonevents. 


® Your child wanted to tell you something important, 
or just wanted to talk to you, and you responded 
with really good, full-attention listening. 


If some or most of the above are common 
occurrences, congratulate yourself. Your way of being 
with your child will be developing her capacity to love 
in peace. If they are not common occurrences, don’t 
beat yourself up. See Taking care of you (pages 
260-85) for ways forward. 


High-intensity relational moments 
are likely to activate opioids in your 
child's brain. They may also activate 
dopamine, due to the novelty value 
of these events. Studies have found 


a link between psychological 
strength and the activation of brain 
opioids, while optimal levels of 
dopamine are vital for a child to feel 
intensely alive. What a combination: 
warmth, well-being, and life force! 


Noradrenaline 
shower Locus 
coeruleus 


The locus coeruleus (meaning “blue 
spot") is a structure deep in the 
brain stem that is strongly activated 
when something of significance 

is happening—a high-intensity 
relational moment. It then showers 
the brain with noradrenaline. When 
this happens, events, thoughts, 
and impressions are more likely 

to become fixed in the memory. 
These delightful memories will 

be important to your child. She 

will build a strong sense that she 

is fun to be with and that shared 
lovely moments with other people 
make her feel great. 
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of the habit of coming together to make something wonderful 
happen. This can be the case particularly as children get older 
and the family home becomes simply a place of solo activities 
in different rooms. Sometimes it takes very little to change 
the culture for the better. When it feels stuck, try a period of 
parent-child counseling or family therapy. 


Parent—child physical play is key to 
learning to love in peace 


There is a PLAY system deep in the lower brain, and it’s a great 
system! It’s very powerful and plays a key role in your child’s 
social and emotional intelligence and general mental health 
(see page 29). The brain’s PLAY system is key for social joy. 
There are people who you can really “fly” with, experiencing 
precious shared moments of intense joy when you feel 
incredibly alive. By and large, the “flyer” was likely parented 
in ways that have repeatedly activated his brain’s 

PLAY system. 

This system is not activated when playing with toys, but 
when a person is engaged in physical play with people— 
rough-and-tumble or gentle-and-tumble play—body against 
body (see page 106). The more you activate your child’s PLAY 
system through joyous physical play interactions, the more 
her brain and bodily arousal system will be set up to bear 
intense states of social joy and excitement in later life. It 
doesn't happen automatically. 

How the brain’s PLAY system unfolds depends on the 
relationship experiences we have, particularly those in 
childhood. Many people can feel pleasure and enjoyment, 
but not intense joy or exhilaration because their PLAY system 
was not sufficiently activated in their adult-child relationships. 


Activating joy 
Joy is a bodily state. If we feel joy, this means that, alongside 
the activation of the brain's joy juice (opioids are some of the 


key chemicals, see pages 86-87), the autonomic nervous 
system, ANS (the body’s arousal system, see page 44), has 
activated optimal levels of adrenaline, which surges around the 
body. This gives rise to that feeling you have when you laugh 
from the very pit of your stomach in states of shared fun or 
delight. We can feel this adrenaline boost as our heart rate 
goes up, we breathe faster, and our appetite is suppressed. 

Dopamine and opioids in combination have to be activated 
at optimum levels in the brain if we are to feel joy. The 
repeated activation of these brain chemicals in childhood can 
enable your child to access many other wonderful human 
gifts—namely, to be spontaneous, to have the drive and hope 
to follow a dream, and to feel awe, wonder, and sheer delight 
in response to the beautiful and amazing things in the world. 
This particular brain chemistry also promotes resilience in the 
face of stress, which makes minor stressors feel manageable. 
This solid foundation is likely to make a child far more able 
throughout life to maintain, or quickly regain, a sense of hope, 
optimism, and a “yes-I-can” attitude to life. 


There are good stress hormones, too 

Interestingly, there are stress hormones triggered in the PLAY 
system, too, but not ones that cause cell death and other 
harmful activies (see pages 31-32). The “stress” of joy occurs 
because it is a high-arousal state, so a child needs parents who 
meet her in joy, in order to emotionally regulate her in that 
state. It’s called “excitement regulation.” The opioids of the 
PLAY system trigger dopamine (a reward chemical) so we 

feel intensely alive, wide awake, and have loads of energy. 
Dopamine fuels curiosity, drive, and will, too (see Chemistry 
of drive & will, pages 126-43). 

Think for a moment of people who have met you in joyous 
relational moments when you were a child. Think of those happy 
moments when for example your parents played games with you 
and laughed with you. These are all high-intensity moments of 
being deeply met in joy. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Hellos and goodbyes can be high- 
intensity relational moments or 
weak or failed connections. They 
can speak so loudly to a child 
about how much he is loved. Was 
he missed? Are you delighted to see 
him? A key neuroscientist speaks at 
length about the possible adverse 
effect on brain and body systems 
of poor parental responsiveness 
during these reunion experiences.” 

Do you have enough generosity 
of spirit, love, and spontaneity that 
next time you greet your child you 
can say hello with open arms and 
perhaps scoop him up in your 
arms, showing warmth and delight 
in your face? 
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Rough-and-tumble and other physical play, 
such as chasing and blowing raspberries, is 
appealing to children of all ages. 


What is physical-social play? 

This is play that involves rough-and-tumble or gentle-and- 
tumble. Physical-social play will influence your child's brain as it 
promotes bonding, happiness, and laughter, and many scientists 
say it also reduces depression.” For centuries people have 
known that play is essential for a child, but now we have some 
astounding brain science to back this up. Physical-social play: 

¢ Brings about brain growth and maturation in the frontal 
lobes of the higher brain (involved in cognitive functioning, 
social intelligence, concentration, attention, and the ability to 
manage stress well).3° 

« Allows us to stop, look, listen, and feel the more subtle 
social pulse around us. 

+ Activates antistress, health-promoting mechanisms in 

the brain and body (the PLAY system). 

Decreases impulsivity, overactivity, and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) type behavior and increases 
the capacity for well-focused, goal-directed behavior that may 
last a lifetime. 

¢ Develops brain capacities for emotional regulation and 
natural, inhibition of primitive aggressive impulses (for 
example wanting to “hit” someone with words or fists).3" 
Play-enriched animals show less aggression in adulthood than 
play-impoverished ones. 

« Reduces feelings of psychological pain because of opioid 
release. If your child is missing someone or you must work out 
of town for a while (which triggers painful opioid withdrawal 
in her brain), physical-social play can reduce the pain. 

« Helps the brain’s PLAY system work in a beautifully 
coordinated way with the frontal lobes. 


Parent—child physical play even promotes growth 
factors in the higher human brain 

We know from research with animals that physical play 
triggers brain-derived neurotrophic growth factor (BDNF), a 
brain “fertilizer,” to be expressed in areas of the brain's frontal 
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(\\/e have 
fantastic times 
together!” 


Joy is the result of human connection 
With high levels of bodily arousal, 
optimal levels of adrenaline rushing 
through the body, and optimal levels 
of dopamine and opioids cascading 
over the brain, we feel intensely alive, 
wide awake, and with loads of 
energy to do what we want to do. 
“When lots of dopamine synapses 
are firing, a person feels as if he 
or she can do anything.” 
The difference between people 
who can let themselves experience 


excitement and those who seem to 
defend against it is a direct result of é 
parenting. Parenting affects whether a 

child's brain and bodily arousal system 

will be set up to bear intense states of AU . 
joy and excitement in later life. 


Physical interactive play increases 
the activation of a very important 
“fertilizer” in the higher brain 
(frontal lobes) called brain-derived 
neurotrophic factor (BDNF). This 
helps program the regions in the 
frontal lobes that are involved in 
emotional behavior. Research 
shows that there is increased gene 
expression of BDNF in the frontal 
lobes after play.33 

If you have lots of physical 
playtimes with your child, it's highly 
likely that you are enhancing the 
development of her higher human 
brain, with all its amazing functions, 
including better management of 
emotions and stress. 


The emotion-regulating areas in the 
brain’s frontal lobes (on the left in this 
scan) are stimulated by physical play. 
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lobes. BDNF is a protein that “fertilizes” the synapses 
(structures that permit a neuron, or nerve cell, to pass an 
electrical or chemical signal to another neuron), protects 
brain cells, and—in certain areas of the brain—regenerates 
brain cells, thereby aiding neuronal development.** BDNF 
also enhances the development of the noradrenaline and 
dopamine systems in the child’s brain (systems vital for a 
child to be able to focus on learning). These systems are 
underdeveloped in many children diagnosed with attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Because of this, 
relational, or physical-social, play has been shown to be 

as effective for some children as low doses of the drug 
methylphenidate (brand name Ritalin), that may be 
prescribed for this condition® (see also pages 111-12). 

Relational play can even bring about new brain growth in 
the hippocampus (see page 19). This part of the brain often 
shows signs of damage from stress in children who had a 
hard life.3® Longitudinal studies, carried out over a long 
period of time, with humans show that repeated positive 
feeling states are directly related to resilience to depression 
and anxiety in later life and lead to an increase in overall 
physical health and a decrease in mortality from all causes.?” 
Relational play also has natural antistress effects, and because 
it strongly releases opioids it promotes powerful positive 
emotional states. Interactive play can enhance the emotion- 
regulating functions in the frontal lobes, helping children to 
manage their feelings better. Children in orphanages have 
been seen to make dramatic developmental progress after 
programs of relational play. 

Physical relational play can take the form of rough-and- 
tumble between an adult and child. It is boisterous play that 
can transport children into states of joy and often results in 
a child bursting into squeals of laughter or delight. You are 
engaging in this form of social play with your child when you 
spin her around or tickle her, for example. Face-to-face play 
that includes touching is also this kind of play, as are 
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spontaneous, unpredictable, humorous moments with your 
baby, for example when you say, “Oops, I may have to eat your “(Can a ful ly social 
foot!” and then pretend to do it. Or you might pretend tobea rain emerge 
mailman and say to the child, “Oh, a package arrived! an without play or will 
then scoop her up and plunk her down into another adult’s lap. ‘ : 

it remain socially 


Does child-to-child physical play have the stunted for life??? 
same effect as adult to child? Professor Jaak Panksepp 
All the above can happen with child-to-child physical play, 

but I would argue it’s all the more powerful in the context of 

an attachment relationship with an emotionally regulating 

adult. Child-to-child rough-and-tumble or gentle-and-tumble 

play involves all kinds of delightful rolling around on the 

floor, toppling over each other, and play fighting. It is so 

physically free that it can sometimes turn into hurting if an 

adult is not there to watch. So physical play with you is 

arguably far preferable because your adult responses, with 

your more advanced frontal lobe functions, will be more 

attuning than those of a child. Also, the play will be sustained 

longer without interruption. 


(lam 
having so 
much fun!?? 


Rolling around on the floor 
laughing together can transport 
your child into incredible states of 
joy that she may remember when 
she is an adult. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Intense feelings of joy produce 
wonderful chemicals in the brain but 
also high levels of bodily arousal and 
the activation of stress chemicals. So 
an essential parenting function is to 
help your child to handle “the stress of 
joy,” so that she does not feel 
overwhelmed by it. You will be doing 
this every time you meet your child’s 
joyful energy with your own joyful 
energy. So if your child runs up to you 
in a state of true delight with a picture 
she has drawn, or when she is 
exhilarated on the trampoline, try to 
match her delight with your own facial 
expression, tone of voice, posture, and 
movement. If you are engaged in joyful 
play with your child and then have to 
stop abruptly to answer the phone, her 
joy levels may plummet. Her level of 
bodily arousal may be just too intense 
for her to manage alone, which can 
lead to tears and upset."* 


Physical relational play with you is key to your 
child's self-esteem 

Just like with babies, the ability to share frequent joyful times 
with you ensures your child’s sense of herself as a loveable, 
endearing, and capable of bringing joy. The playful times 
between the two of you are moments of real meeting—they 
are moments of intense energetic charge. You reach out to 
each other, spontaneously, freely, and with love and delight. 

When your two-year-old little girl suddenly flings her 
arms around you and says “Come play, Mommy,’ you might 
tackle her on the sofa while she laughs and laughs in 
response. These moments will form very important 
memories that convey vital psychological meanings about 
self. Your reactions tell her that she is fun to be with; 
someone who is delighted in; and deeply loved. 

What's more, the locus coeruleus in the brain stem is 
activated when something of significance happens to a child, 
and showers the brain with noradrenaline (see page 102). 
The fact that strong activation of noradrenaline means new 
memories are likely to be laid down, is probably why such 
memories are held so dearly by so many adults who have 
been fortunate to experience them. 


What happens if children don’t get enough 
rough-and-tumble play? 

We ignore play at our peril. Research shows that if children don't 
get enough socially interactive play, they will make up for lost 
time and play harder, often at all the wrong times**—their play 
impulse comes out inappropriately. This happens with some 
children labeled with ADHD (see page 111). One study found 
that children deprived of playtime at school developed 
ADHD symptoms and could not sit still and focus in class.3° 


How often does your child need physical play? 
Brain scientists studying play estimate that infants need 
about an hour a day of relational play with you or another 
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“This is 
good for 
my brain 


It seems hard to believe, but 
tumbling on the grass with a 
friend is essential for healthy 
brain development. Not only 
is this type of play an outlet 
for primitive motoric impulses, 
such as the urge to run and 
climb, but it also enhances 
higher brain development. 

In later life, these boys may 
be better able to manage their 
emotions and deal with stress 
as a result. 


1) 


child or adult. This can be broken up into several sessions 
that make up an hour of course, perhaps one before breakfast, 
one at day care or at pickup time, some in the evening, and 
maybe one before bed.” 

It would be so good to have more preschools that actively 
support relational play, providing rough-and-tumble and 
gentle-and-tumble play sessions as well as toys to play with. iT Children d eprived 
Another good idea would be play sanctuaries in the of playtime at school 
community. Parents who never experienced relational play d eveloped ADHD 
with their own parents could also sit and watch other parents ”) 


in relational play with their infants. symptoms. 
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“Joy juice” for babies 
(The first six Some people are of the opinion that babies can’t enter into 
months can be any real dialogue until they can walk and talk, yet the first 
six months can be one of the most social times of a child’s 
life.“" During these early months, babies are usually far more 
interested in faces than toys and you can have a fabulous 
a child’s life.” conversation with your baby from about three months 
onward, using sounds, words, and a variety of facial 
expressions and movements. 
Sadly, some parents miss out on these vital face-to-face 
communication times in the first year of their child’s life. As 
a result, the child misses out on early vital brain development 
time and the regular activation of “joy juice.” So the 
next time you and your baby are enjoying time with an adult 


one of the most 
social times of 


“() love talking to you! ?? 


- b ; — 
\ te 
~ 
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x & 
John holds three-month-old Mabel Babies respond to communication _It may be a smile, a copycat The joy juices in Mabel's 
a short distance from his face and much more slowly than an adult expression, a wave, or a little brain are fully activated and 
starts a one-on-one conversation. or child, so John is patient while whoop of delight. Then Mabel vital brain connections are 
Babies are wired to respond to familiar Mabel works up her response. pauses and waits for John to being forged. This is baby 


faces from day one. reply to her. play at its finest. 
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friend, remember to talk to your young baby, too! Your baby 
will enjoy “joining in” with the laughter and conversation. 

One-on-one conversations with a baby have a pattern that 
is somewhat different to adult conversations. Pick a time 
when your baby is wide awake and not hungry. Make eye 
contact, and give her time to respond (see opposite). 

Be sensitive to her cues. She will find the communication 
very stimulating, and will need lots of breaks. All babies 
need to look away from time to time, and when she is ready, 
she will look back. 

Infant researcher Beatrice Beebe found that some parents 
did not read these “let’s have a break” cues and tried to keep 
their baby looking at them and engaging with them. The Moments of physical-social play in the 
babies began to “chase and dodge,” moving their heads from a a ier i io fer 
side to side and finally breaking contact by becoming still and _ bond between you, but they also provide 
staring into space. This not only switches off the positive amazing feelingsiof intense/energeticicharge. 
chemicals that have been activated in their brain, but also 
switches on high levels of stress chemicals. 


Hyperactivity—or not enough play? 
Children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
have symptoms of hyperactivity, impulsiveness, and poor 
attention. They find it hard to concentrate, to keep their minds 
on tasks, to follow instructions, to organize anything, and to 
listen. They often run around and climb on things 
inappropriately as if driven by a motor. They are easily bored, 
and become extremely frustrated if they can’t manage a 
learning task. They frequently fidget and squirm, and may 
lash out impulsively at other children. A child with ADHD 
can talk excessively at you, and find it very hard to wait her 
turn—interrupting, intruding, and being disruptive. 

In ADHD, one major problem is that the frontal lobes 
are not yet fully “online.” As we have seen, interactive play can 
develop a child’s frontal lobes, which helps an ADHD child to 
naturally inhibit her primitive “motoric impulses” and better 
manage stressful situations.” 
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Why medication may not be the answer 
Some people, unaware that interactive play can develop the 
regulating functions in the frontal lobes, think that the only 
answer to ADHD is treatment with the medication 
methylphenidate (brand name Ritalin), which is an 
amphetamine, like cocaine. Methylphenidate has common 
side effects including headache, nausea, insomnia, and loss 
of appetite. Parents often report that children on Ritalin 
seem to lose their fun, sparkle, and ability to play. The result 
of stopping the medicine can be a “rebound effect; which 
includes agitation, depression, and exhaustion. What's 
more, research shows that when this drug was given to 
prepubescent mammals, they had life-long reductions in 
dopamine activity because the drug puts a lot of strain on the 
brain’s dopamine system. Parkinson's disease results from a 
reduction in the brain's dopamine levels, although we do not 
know yet whether prepubescent children taking 
methylphenidate are at particlar risk of Parkinson’s disease. “° 
Research with mammals shows that interactive play can be 
as effective as mild doses of methylphenidate.** Many children 
also stop being hyperactive if they take fish oil rather than 
medication. Fish oil can increase serotonin levels, which 
naturally inhibits impulsiveness. 


Play well and live life well 
The activation of the brain’s PLAY system is key to living life 
well. When this system is optimally activated in childhood, it 
is likely to set vital foundations for the ability in later life to 
bring fun and a sense of play into relationships. The “play 
urge” can be channeled into vital social capacities. 

In adulthood, when the PLAY system works in 
combination with the higher verbal brain it is likely to result 
in new forms of play, such as humor and the play of ideas, 
a kind of “playground in the mind” Humor is a vital capacity 
for mental health in the face of adversity. 
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But I’ve never been 
very good at play— 
how do | start? 


If you find it difficult to play with your child, the 
first thing is to stop giving yourself a hard time— 

it doesn't come naturally to everyone. One possible 
reason is that in your own childhood you may never 
have been on the receiving end of high-quality 
one-on-one parent-child play. 


Here are some ideas for playing with a child under 
five. Sit on the floor opposite your child. If you feel 
uncomfortable, get some props to help you. For 
example, start by blowing bubbles, or taking turns 
throwing a bag of feathers in the air to see who can 
catch them before they fall. Have a mutual face- 
painting session. It's vital to keep your voice light 
and fun. If it all gets too serious, your child is not 
going to want to play with you. (See also The best 
relationship with your child, pages 242-59.) 


Although play is a genetically ingrained impulse, 
it requires the right environment for expression, 
which means your child has to feel psychologically 
very safe with you. Once you have managed to 
activate the PLAY system in your child’s brain, her 
squeals of delight will soon be so reinforcing that 
you will both want more playtimes like this. 


If play remains awkward for you, make sure there 
are some people in your child’s life (including other 
children) who can give her social play for about an 
hour a day. 


114 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


When you are not in tune 


What happens when the emotionally attuned dance you strive for goes wrong? 
From the start, it’s important to say that there is no such thing as a mother or 
father who is perfectly attuned at all times. As already discussed, research by 
psychiatrist Ed Tronick and child psychoanalyst, Donald Winnicott has also 
confimed that “There is no such thing as a perfect parent.” 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Children love toys and gadgets with 


lots of functions. If you press this button, 


it makes a noise. They particularly like 
to turn up the volume. If your child is 
able to make you yell and scream, you 
become the perfect toy! But if you give 
your child a positive relational moment 
instead, the activation of opioids in her 
brain will outweigh the quick adrenaline 
fix she gets from winding you up. 


Life can get in the way 


The reality of life is that parents, or parents-to-be, can 
sometimes be confronted by awful, shocking life events, and it 
is totally understandable that if this happens it can adversely 
affect any sense of joyful parenting for a while. If your life 
circumstances are truly awful it is likely that the FEAR and 
PANIC/GRIEF systems in your lower brain will keep 
triggering. This means high levels of stress hormones block 
the opioid-mediated feelings toward your child (from your 
CARE and PLAY brain systems). So on many occasions with 
your child, you just don't feel warm, loving, empathic, or 
playful. What’s more, if you are suffering from shock, you are 
likely to be desperately trying to regulate your own intense 
states of anxiety, anger, and grief with the result that you just 
can't be there consistently in an emotionally attuned way for 
your child. All your efforts are going toward trying to 
emotionally regulate yourself. It is nobody's fault. It’s just 

how it is. When you are suffering from prenatal or postpartum 
depression all of the above applies, too. It’s a brain biochemical 
reality. You can’t just “pull yourself together”: you need help. 


How you were parented can affect the “dance” 

At other times, the dance goes wrong because the way you 
were parented gets in the way of your parenting now. Often 
parents are determined not to repeat the ways they were 
parented, but this can mean swinging to an opposite extreme. 


If your parent was too strict, you may end up being too 
lenient, and vice versa—if your parent was too lenient you 
may be too controlling. At other times, it is so easy to follow 
what your parents did and when the dance goes wrong, it 
often means being too emotionally distant or too intrusive. 


So what can you do? 

First, acknowledge that you might not be “in tune” for any of 
the reasons suggested that are not your fault. Ask yourself: 

¢ Do I feel like withdrawing when my child is in distress 
rather than comforting her? 

¢ Do I feel that the time I spend with my child is 
increasingly stressful and unrewarding for me, so I withdraw 
or do the opposite—get irritated or angry too often? 

« Do I try desperately to get my baby/child to relate to me, 
but she doesn’t seem to want to? 

« Does my baby/child actively avoid eye contact? 

« Does my child never bring me her worries or problems? 

¢ Would my child rather relate to another member of the 
family than me? Does she actively avoid me—does she prefer 
her computer or tablet to time with me? 


The intrusive dance and how to recognize it 
Intrusive parenting often means not reading a child’s 
emotional cues and imposing your needs on her instead. 
With babies this can be seen in such things as overwiping (at 
mealtimes) or overcleaning her or picking her up just when 
she has settled down. It can also mean overdirecting your baby 
or child using lots of commands such as: “do this,” “sit here,” 
“play with this, “no don't play with that? and so on. This is 
often referred to as “forceful guidance.” Intrusive parenting 
can also mean lecturing a child more than listening to her. 
Sometimes parents do not have the space in their minds to 
realize when they're being too anxious, intrusive, needy, or 
bossy with their child, or to be able to feel and think about 
what their child is feeling or needing. Some parents “need” 
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Some parents are great at doing exciting activities 
with their children, vital for developing the brain's 
SEEKING system (see Chemistry of drive 

and will, pages 126-43), but they are not so 

great at helping them with their painful feelings. 
Interesting activities activate dopamine, not 
opioids, in the brain, and science points to the 
fact that dopamine is not key to social bonding. 
So being good at activities as a parent but without 
the ability to be emotionally responsive to your 
child's painful feelings is unlikely to strengthen 
the love bond between you. 
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( Brain oxytocin, 
opoiods, and prolactic 
systems appear to be 
the key partcipants in the 
subtle feelings that we 
humans call acceptance, 
nurturance, love, and 
warmth, 9) 


Professor Jaak Panksepp 


their child to respond to them instead of the other way around, 
as a result of unmet emotional needs in their own childhoods. 

¢ How does intrusive parenting affect parents’ and 
children’s brains? There's a greater activation of the parent’s 
amygdala leading to overarousal, which can trigger anxiety 

in relating to their child. The child can pick up on this and 
withdraw. Stress systems are activated in both the parent’s and 
the infant’s brains when they are together. There's an increase 
of cortisol in infants and children. High levels of cortisol levels 
in a baby can lead to more intrusive interactions from the 
parent. Without infant face cues, dopamine and oxytocin 
levels in the parent's brain decrease, which can cause a baby to 
avoid eye contact.” 


The depressed or emotionally withdrawn dance 
With this type of parenting there are few positive interactions 
between parent and child. The voices of mildly depressed 
mothers or fathers tend to be flat. Parents talk less with their 
infants, and are less playful and nurturing.” Babies are lethargic 
with signs of distress and self-comforting behavior. Depressed 
parents can be more hostile, punishing, and intrusive when 
interacting with their infants and don't respond to their cues.” 
When babies and children are not able to connect with 
their parent in a meaningful way, they can just give up trying. 
For some children, this starts a long slow journey of “self- 
help, which can continue right into the teenage years. 
e What happens in the parent’s brain Brain scans of 
depressed mothers show a relatively unresponsive prefrontal 
cortex when their baby cries. When they see positive images of 
their baby there is reduced amygdala activation—so less 
emotional arousal at seeing their baby.°° Poor stress-regulating 
systems in the brain show that affected parents find it difficult 
to manage their own stress, so they over- or under-react when 
their baby is distressed.5' Mothers suffering from post-traumatic 
stress have an aroused FEAR system so they tend to withdraw 
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from a distressed baby thereby becoming less “available: 


¢ What’s happening in the child’s brain Babies are acutely 
aware of their mother’s distress and stress, particularly in her 
voice and face, and pick up on atmospheres in milliseconds. 
Changes in the child’s physiology, heart rate, vagal tone (see 
page 45), and cortisol levels adversely affect her sleep, eating, 
toileting, and even her immune system. The part of the infant's 
brain responsible for approach emotions (the desire to make 
contact and move toward another person) is not activated in 
11-17-month-old children in playful interactions with their 
depressed mothers, so they are less likely to seek out their 
attention. Researchers found that when mothers were asked to 
look blankly at infants, the children were disturbed by the 
expressionless face and their stress levels rocketed. A child’s 
brain can still show higher cortisol levels at age four to seven, 
which can result in a greater risk of mental health problems 
later.5 The lack of emotionally engaged interactions with a 
mother in particular in the early months of life can still show up 
as high levels of cortisol in teenagers. In some instances, this 
contributes to lower social competence and more mental health 
problems. Children of postpartumally depressed mothers are 
also far more likely to suffer from depression.* 


How to correct the “dance” 

It’s never too late to change your negative biochemical 
systems through good therapy or counseling because an 
adult’s frontal lobes and stress regulatory systems have the 
ability to change just like a child’s. Therapy is a gift for your 
child, and you will have someone who can attune to you and 
emotionally regulate you and can help you process and work 
through painful experiences. Research shows that when 
parents get help, and improve within three months, the 
outcome is so good for their children.*” In the meantime 
another family member can provide secure attachment. As 
long as your child has a person in her life with whom she can 
have a secure attachment she can be emotionally well. This 
person needs to be someone your child sees very regularly. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


My child loves his nanny more than he 
loves me. Opioid activation in the brain 
dictates the strength of an emotional 
bond between a parent and child. An 
emotionally inhibited parent cannot 
compete with a very warm, physically 
affectionate nanny who consistently 
scoops up the child in her loving arms 
when he cries (thereby deeply meeting 
him when in pain) and throws him in 
the air, spinning him around and 
around, showering him with delightful 
tickles (in shared joy states). But if you 
have a nanny like this, what a gift for 
your child in terms of engendering his 
future emotional health and repeatedly 
activating the CARE and PLAY system 
in his brain. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Professor Jaak Panksepp compares the 
grief of losing a person, or someone's 
love, to the pain of coming off heroin 
(which taps into the brain's opioid 
system artificially). 

Coming off heroin 


Coming off a person 


Dealing with broken hearts 


What happens when a child suffers pain because of a family breakup or 
bereavement, or feels he has lost a parent to depression, to drugs or alcohol, 
to long-term illness, or to a new baby? This section is about meeting a child’s 
grief or pain in love, and helping to restore well-being. 


Psychic pain 
Crying 

Loss of appetite 
Despondency 
Sleeplessness 
Aggressiveness 


Loneliness 
Crying 

Loss of appetite 
Depression 
Sleeplessness 
rritability 


As we have seen in previous chapters, the opioids that are 
triggered by being with people we love can make us feel that 
everything is well with our world. And when we lose that 
love, or feel that our love is threatened in some way, that 
feeling of well-being is completely gone. 


So let’s look at what is happening in a grieving 
child's brain 

Grief can result in the withdrawal of opioids in key parts of the 
brain, along with reduced levels of other bonding chemicals— 
oxytocin and prolactin. This causes a marked increase in 
negative feelings as well as a reduction in positive feelings.** 
When these bonding chemicals are being optimally activated 
in the brain, they can naturally diminish our anxieties, fear, 
and stress responses. But when opioids are withdrawn, fear 
and stress are no longer regulated in the same way and can 
return with a vengeance. 

In a child with a broken heart, the PANIC/GRIEF system 
in the lower, or mammalian, brain is strongly activated (see 
page 31). This is a system of separation, distress, desolation, 
and loneliness, which activates pain centers in the brain. A 
chemical called glutamate, which plays a vital role in our 
capacity to form thoughts, is key to the PANIC/GRIEF 
system. Grief can activate overly high levels of glutamate. This 
can both dramatically increase crying and block you from 
feeling any of the comforting effects of things such as music 
and the company of friends.* 
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We know about the pain of broken hearts in childhood from ret Grief can result 
observations of orphaned primates such as chimpanzees, who jn the withdrawal 
can die from grief just weeks after losing their mother. They 
are perfectly capable of physical survival, but their grief is too 
awful to bear. After the genocide in Rwanda, many children 
who had seen their parents killed also died. 


of opioids in key 


parts of the brain. )? 


Love can be made angry 

We often hear in the news about “love made angry,’ and when 
we look closer at the brain chemistry of broken hearts, this is 
not at all surprising. We have already seen that grief leads 


“My world 
is broken”? 


A child does not have to experience 
the loss of a parent through death or 
divorce to suffer pain. A parent who is 
physically present but unable to show 
enough love can break a child's heart, 
too. On-off parental love (loving one 
minute, emotionally distant the next) 
means a roller coaster for the child in 
terms of activation of opioids in his 
brain. He can be locked into a cycle of 
strong opioid activation followed by 
extremely painful opioid withdrawal. 
This cycle awakens an intensity of 
yearning in a child and often sets up 
an addiction to that parent. This can 
lead to loving in torment in later life. 
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(it is much too 
easy for society to 
start to hate children 
who are locked 

in anger from 

a broken heart. ?? 


“1 want my 


dad back?? 


When a compassionate teacher takes 
the time to listen and to help a grieving 
child, it can make all the difference 
between him thriving and failing to 
thrive. Sometimes it is easier for a 
child to talk to a teacher or counselor 
than to a parent, because of fears that 
“it will only upset Mom if | talk 

about Dad leaving.” 


to opioid withdrawal. Since opioid systems are involved in the 
regulation of emotional states, opioid withdrawal means we 
can feel angry and anxious without being able to regulate 
our feelings properly. Opioids and oxytocin are also powerful 
antiaggression molecules, so their withdrawal can lead to 
even more anger. In addition, pain in love activates: 

« CRE (corticotrophin-releasing factor) High levels of this 
stress chemical can block the release of positive arousal 
chemicals—dopamine, serotonin, and noradrenaline. A 
reduction in levels of these chemicals can trigger impulsive 
outbursts of irritation, anger, or rage. 

e Acetylcholine When opioids are withdrawn, what are 
known as “opponent forces” are released in the brain. These 
forces involve the release of high levels of a chemical called 
acetylcholine. Acetylcholine at optimal levels helps us 
concentrate and feel alert, but at high levels it makes people 
angry, hostile, or frequently irritated. 
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Many children with broken hearts behave in angry, 
aggressive ways because their brain chemistry 
has changed 

Tragically, it's much too easy for society to start to hate 
children who are locked in anger from a broken heart, and 
want to exclude them—from schools or from the wider world 
in general. These children need help, not punishment. 
Hopefully, increasing public knowledge of the dramatic 
changes in the brain that result from the loss of a beloved 
parent, or from the loss of their love, will help to improve 
levels of compassion in society. It may also help to motivate 
governmental bodies to offer much more counseling and 
therapy resources for children and young people. 


Children with broken hearts don’t need to grow 
up into angry or violent adults 
If a grieving child has someone in her life who can recognize _ {fa child moves into “love made angry” 


her pain (even when she’s very skilled at disguising it) and origets stuck:th grief ithere|can beiserious 
a consequences in terms of long-term behavior 
offer her comfort, she has a good chance of becoming an problems and leaming difficulties, More than 


emotionally stable adult. The awful brain chemistry that can —_75 percent of people in prison have suffered 
, oe i P F the pain of broken relationships in childhood, 
set a child on the road to hostility or real violence in later life 
doesn't need to happen. The physical comforting of grief will 
release opioids and oxytocin, deactivating the toxic chemistry 
in the brain that causes the damage. 
This is why it is vital for children who are suffering from 
the pain of loss (even if on the surface they look just fine) to 
receive loving attention. Schools, in particular, need to be 
aware of children who have lost a parent or who they think 
may be loving in torment at home. Help at the right time for 
such children can often stop years of misery. 
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Sibling arrival 


To watch an older child with a new baby can be to witness that child’s agony at 
seeing what was once given to her now going to her sibling. The pain of the arrival 
of a sibling, with all its accompanying confusions, should never be underestimated. 
That feeling of well-being can be completely lost, fueled by the insidious belief that 
“Tm not as lovable to my Mommy as my little sister?” 


Sibling arrival can encompass a multitude of feelings in a 
child, not least the pain of watching the love-duet of her 
mother with a rival who has equal claim on her affection. 
Weininger, a psychotherapist, describes the very essence 
of this pain in love: “There are two people who have what 
I want and they are giving it to each other and not to me.” 
Brain scans confirm that feeling on the “outside” can activate 
pain centers in the brain. The aggressive behavior and 
impulsivity that comes from sibling pain in love is often due 
to opioid withdrawal in the brain from this perceived outsider 
CONSIDER THIS... status, the blocking of vital mood-stabilizing systems, and 
When the excitement and novelty of increases in other brain chemicals (see pages 118-19). 
a new brother or sister begin to fade, P P 

Consequently, there is the occurrence of all kinds of problem 


painful emotions may begin to surface apes pe z F 
ia the older child. suchas: behavior in an older sibling after the birth of a new baby. This 


* Feeling that she is on the outside can range from regression, renewed bed-wetting, anxiety 
of a couple (mother and new baby) problems, and aggression to failing to thrive in school with 
© feeling that she is the unfavored one friendships or with learning. 


© Feeling unworthy of her mother's 
love in direct comparison with 


Helping your older child 


her rival 
* Feeling invisible Your child is not going to walk up to you and say, “I think 
° Feeling that there is not enough love you prefer my brother to me, and that is making me feel 
toigovaround so hurt inside.” Instead, children’s language of feeling is 


Feeling that “my place in m " , . 
a My ” their behavior.® So a child may show you her pain 
mother’s mind feels all too 


precarious. My connection with her by hurting her sibling or being defiant or moody. 
is far too fragile.” To help your child, watch her carefully and be acutely 
vigilant to the times when she is watching you have a 


delightful encounter with your other child. If the pain of 
sibling arrival is expressed as fighting, talk to your child. If 
she finds this difficult, you might like to have a family of 
puppets at home to help with “describing” difficult feelings. 
Here’s an example of a mother finding a way to talk to her 
child about her sibling pain. This mother used hand puppets 
to stop Laura from being mean to her baby brother, Jack. She 
asked Laura if she would like to play a puppet game and to 
choose a puppet. Laura chose a seal for herself and a brown 
bear for her mom. Mom asked her to do a “thumbs up” if the 
seal got what Laura was feeling right and “thumbs down’ if it 
was wrong. Mom had a puppet on each hand and conducted 
the conversation. She used the seal to say, “Hey, Brown Bear, 
it was so much better before baby Jack came along. I had you 
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“Why does he 
hate me??? 


It is vital that parents take sibling 
rivalry seriously, Potential risks to the 
development of a twin's or sibling's 
brain are very real if he has to deal 
with unexplained hatred whenever his 
parents’ backs are turned. The human 
brain is designed to be highly adaptive 
to the environment, particularly in the 
first years of life, when rapid molding 
is going on. The brain of a frequently 
attacked sibling can easily start to adapt 
itself to survive in a bullying world 
(see page 165). 


“(Be vigilant when 
one child is watching 
you have a delightful 
encounter with your 
other child. ?? 


CASE STUDY 


The magic stone 

When Joe feels angry and ready to lash 
out because his younger sister has been 
getting all his mom's attention, he slips 
a special stone in his mom's pocket. 
She taught him to do this because she 
found he was becoming increasingly 
aggressive toward his sister, but could 
not find the words to explain how he 
was feeling. 

The stone is a cue to give Joe a special 
smile, or a special squeeze, and acts as 
a reminder to her to spend more one- 
on-one time with him. She praises Joe 
and says what a great little guy he is 
for telling her so well about his pain. 
She responds in such a warm, loving 
way that opioids, oxytocin, and 
prolactin are once again activated in 
his brain. As we have seen, animals 
with high levels of opioids and oxytocin 
do not want to fight and, sure enough, 
Joe stops behaving aggressively toward 
his little sister. 


all to myself. Now that Jack is here, it’s like I've got this pain 
in my heart.” Laura put a thumb up in a very definite way. 
The Brown Bear spoke back, “I am so sorry to hear that you 
have so much pain in your heart, Little Seal. How brave you 
are to let me know all this. But you are my very special seal 
and baby Jack can never take the special place in my heart 
that is just for you. I love you so very much, and am so sorry 
if I forget sometimes to show you that I do.” The bear gave the 
seal a big hug and kissed her on the nose. 

Empathy like this is likely to activate opioids in a child’s 
brain, making her feel deeply secure. As a result, Laura no 
longer has that impulse to be aggressive toward her brother. 


It’s never too late to fall in love with 
your child 


It is a myth that parents love their children equally. They love 
each of them with different intensities and in different ways. 
If you find you give more love to one child, actively do things 
to reconnect to the other child in a special way. Schedule 
quality one-on-one times with each one each week, such as 
wonderful child-led play or a trip to the park or to the zoo. 

Sometimes it’s hard to love a child. You may be in a 
negative lock—meeting in anger or seeing your child as the 
enemy. Perhaps you were the unfavored child in your family, 
and so you are unconsciously repeating this with one of your 
children now. If this is the case, you need compassion, not 
criticism. If those bonding brain chemicals are not strongly 
activated when you are with your child, you won't feel loving 
toward her. The first step is to understand what might be 
blocking the CARE (attachment) system in your lower brain. 
If you think your childhood is affecting your ability to love, 
consider seeking parent-child therapy and/or counseling for 
yourself (see also Taking care of you, pages 260-85, for ways 
forward). Remember, you can fall in love with your child at 
any time, even if you've had a rocky start. 


Key points 


¢ To love in peace throughout life, 
children need to feel safe in their 
parents’ unconditional love. 


e If children love in torment, it 
can have enduring effects on their 
ability to have lasting relationships. 


¢ One-on-ones and high- 
intensity moments with you 
are the foundation stones of 
your child's self-esteem. 


e Learn to recognize when 
emotional attunement goes wrong, 
and needs to be repaired—know 
when to say sorry. 


¢ Taking time to understand your 
child's painful feelings will deepen 
the emotional bond between you 
and your child. 


¢ Children with broken 

hearts need compassion and 
understanding to restore their 
positive brain chemistry. 


chemistry 
of drive 
will 


This chapter focuses on the SEEKING system in 
your child’s lower, or mammalian, brain. This is 

the system responsible for your child’s urge to go 
enthusiastically into the world, both now and in the 
future. Again, as a parent, you can have a vital 
impact on this system. The SEEKING system needs 
to be optimally activated in your child’s brain if he 
is to find the drive and will in later life to do what 
he wants to do, and to know long-term, profound 
satisfaction in his work, life, and the interests he is 


passionate about. 
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The SEEKING system 


The lower, or mammalian, brain contains a SEEKING system, one of the seven 
genetically ingrained systems which, when working well, is a superefficient 
“get-up-and-go-get-it system.”' It can activate the energy to explore the new, and 
an eagerness to seek out what the world has to offer. It stimulates curiosity, intense 
interest in something, and the sustained motivation to achieve our goals. 


Your child’s interest and curiosity about the 
world will come from you. Encouraging him to 
explore and experiment from an early age will 
serve him well into adulthood. The SEEKING 
system “coaxes animals and humans to move 
energetically from where they are presently 
situated to the places where they can find 

and consume the fruits of the world.”* 


If your child is going to make his dreams and ambitions come 
true and find the fortitude and staying power to fulfill his 
goals he needs these vital skills. It is no surprise that at the 
top of the Harvard Business Review's list of vital qualities for 
business success is “a high level of drive and energy.” 


People have the capacity to be 


breathtakingly creative 


All mammals have a SEEKING system, and if they are 
emotionally healthy, they can enjoy an energized engagement 
in life, explorative urges, curiosity, and the desire to venture 
into the world. Humans differ from other mammals in that 
the frontal lobes of our higher brain, when working in a 
beautifully coordinated way with the SEEKING system, 
enable us to find the drive to be incredibly creative and enjoy 
truly meaningful long-term satisfactions. It’s this creative 
union between the lower and higher human brain that is 
responsible for many activities; from a child’s desire to build a 
magnificent sand castle, to an adult turning a seed of an idea 
discussed in a restaurant into a successful business that 
touches many people’s lives. 

Optimally activated in childhood, the SEEKING system 
dramatically increases an adult's chances of being able to: 
« Follow through with his dreams and seeds of ideas so they 
become a reality. 
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¢ Pursue a goal in the service of something far greater than 
merely gain for himself. 

« Feel deeply satisfied from using his talents and abilities well 
and knowing he’s made a truly positive impact on the world. 

¢ Produce ideas, and have the drive and motivation to go 
after them. If these ideas involve others, he'll have the social 
skills for successful joint creative ventures. 

“Everyone looks for that sparkle” in friends and lovers 
to “make things happen.” Most of all, everybody is looking 
for energy within themselves: the motivation and energy to 
do something, and the endurance, stamina, and resolve 
to see it through. 


Dopamine is the big “light switch” " 


There are many chemicals involved in the SEEKING system, 


but dopamine (see page 95) is the one that turns things on. TRY THIS... 

It cascades from the nucleus accumbens all over the frontal Talking to your child about new 

lobes, quite literally fueling exciting ideas, curiosity, drive, = Untecestinginingstcam aN 
a brilliant way to activate her 

and will. As a result, the SEEKING system is especially SEEKING system. This is because 

effective in arousing cognitive areas of the frontal lobes, your interest, curiosity, and your 

which is why we can have inspired thoughts about what is own strongly activated SEEKING 


system will activate optimal levels of 
dopamine in your child's brain. On 
outings or in the yard, take the time 
to talk to your child about what you 


possible and what we want to do in the moment and in the 
future. It's the very opposite of depression! 


Dopamine pathways are key to the see. Tell her about your hobbies and 
SEEKING system interests; you will be amazed at how 
As Professor Jaak Panksepp says, “When lots of dopamine much she:will absorb, 


synapses are firing, a person feels as if he or she can do ( When we wor 
anything:’* Dopamine not only enables your child to have 
a great idea, but also to have the directed purpose to see it 
through to completion. If your child’s SEEKING system is 


towards something 
and achieve it—it’s 


optimally activated in the context of your relationship, his the SEEKING system 
brain is likely to habituate to optimal levels of dopamine in that energizes our 
combination with the other key chemicals in the SEEKING behaviours. ”) 


system—opioids and the antianxiety antiaggression chemicals 


Professor Jaak Panksepp > 
(see pages 86-89). 
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Supporting the SEEKING 


system 


The SEEKING system is like a muscle. The more you activate it, particularly in 
childhood, the stronger it gets and the more it becomes part of a child’s personality. 
This section will look at how you as a parent can optimally activate your child’s 
SEEKING system! But first I want to explain what happens if it’s not “exercised.” 


A child’s SEEKING system is very vulnerable. 
Criticism, irritated reactions to his natural 
explorative urges and curiosity, or the shame of 
being scolded can all trigger the FEAR system 
in a child’s brain. This blocks the natural 
creativity of the SEEKING system, which if not 
addressed in the short term can affect his 
ability to achieve his life’s goals in the 

long term. 


Why do some children have an 
underexercised seeking system? 


If children lounge around in front of the TV for hours on 
end, their brains’ SEEKING systems become underactive. 
Research shows that children in the US ages 8-18 spend, 
on average, 7.5 hours a day with media and technology 
screens. Although TV is passive viewing and screen time 
may not be, much of the screen time includes watching 
TV programs on other devices. It’s shocking that so many 
have not had sufficient support for their SEEKING 
systems to enable them to follow through with their dreams 
and plans, or perhaps even to have had dreams in the 

first place. 


How does it happen? 

So what has happened to these disaffected young people? 
Sadly, some parents unintentionally block their child’s 
SEEKING system not realizing just how sensitive it is; it’s 
a system that needs to be treated with the utmost respect. 

If a parent is critical or a perfectionist, the child’s FEAR 
system will block his SEEKING system. The squashers or 
discouragers in a child’s life—at home or at school—have 
an awful power. It’s not just parents or teachers, it can be 
siblings and relatives, too. A child’s SEEKING system is very 


vulnerable to an adult’s criticism or irritated reactions to 
natural explorative urges. Here are some examples: 

« Commands: “Don't do that!” 

Negative teaching: “You drew the octopus wrong. See? You 
missed a leg. Now do it again the right way.” 

¢ Too many “No’s”: “No, stop that right now, the paint is 
getting all over the floor!” 

+ Criticism: “Stop being so messy with the paint, be 

more careful.” 

The shame of being scolded triggers the brain's FEAR system. 
When this happens, all that dopamine is withdrawn and 
replaced with stress hormones. So instead of “No, you can't 
do that!” try redirection. For example, “You can't do that, but 
what you CAN do is....’ Or to look at it another way, “You 
can't make your doll’s cake here on the carpet, but you can do 
it in the kitchen and I will go and get you a bowl and spoon 
to stir the ingredients with” 


What does low dopamine feel like? 
An adult or child with low dopamine can feel depressed, 
have a “don't really care” attitude to life, lack motivation, 
and is more likely to procrastinate. He may be unable to 
focus, lack the will to see something through to its 
conclusion, not have a clear vision of what he wants, and 
often start something then give up. Since they can't get 
excited about anything naturally, people with low dopamine 
are more vulnerable to extreme ways of trying to feel aroused, 
such as drug addiction and high-risk behavior. Teenagers take 
psychostimulants to give them a sense of “vigorously 
pursuing courses of action that they would get from a healthy 
SEEKING circuit”; cocaine produces “a highly energized state 
of psychic power and engagement with the world”® 

Parents with low dopamine, particularly those whose own 
FEAR, RAGE, or PANIC/GRIEF systems are blocking their 
SEEKING system, can also unintentionally block their child’s 
SEEKING system, too. And these parents are often just too 


CASE STUDY 


Life passing by 

Howard follows the same routine 
day after day. He works everyday 

and returns home to his family in 
the evening. He watches television 
and then the whole thing starts again 
the next day. Every year, Howard 
goes on vacation to the same place. 

Howard is not satisfied in his job, 
but doesn't really know what else 
to do. When asked about his job, 
he often replies, “Well, it brings in 
the money.” Once Howard started 
a novel, but now it sits in a drawer. 
He never seems to find the energy 
to work on it or finish it. Midlife, 
Howard asks himself, “Isn’t there 
more to life than this?” 

Howard's life isn’t bigger than it 
is because he doesn’t have enough 
drive and energy to make it into a 
bigger life. Howard’s SEEKING system 
is not activated strongly enough. In 
many ways, therefore, Howard is no 


longer developing as a human being. 
Howard's childhood was very quiet. 
He spent a lot of his out-of-school- 
time watching television or doing 
homework. These activities failed 
to strongly activate his SEEKING 
system, and this legacy has stayed 
with Howard for life. 
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(CAS you walk into 
an elementary school 
you can often feel 

a natural urge for 
knowledge that is 
totally lacking in 

the classrooms of 
high schools. ?? 


stressed or depressed to be able to enter into accompanied 
play with the child. 


Can the SEEKING system be activated later? 

For many people, it is hard to activate the drive for life in 
adulthood if it was not truly awakened in childhood. 
However, if a person faces a crisis or shock in life, such as a 
period of serious illness or the loss of a “secure” job, or even 
if he or she meets a vibrant new person, it can act like a 
wake-up call and the person can start to use the “muscle” 
of the SEEKING system, often for the first time. For many 
adults, however, this doesn’t happen and they never use 
their SEEKING system well. 


How do computer games 


and television affect my 
child's brain? 


The results of over 4,000 studies suggest a connection in 
children between high rates of viewing violence on TV and 
aggressive and violent behavior, lower academic performance, 
and stereotyped behaviors in matters of sex, race, and age. 
While watching violent television, the motor programming parts 
of a child's brain are often activated, which means that the child 
is rehearsing the violence he is watching. Parts of the brain that 
detect threat can also be activated, and the memory of a 
disturbing movie can be laid down in the brain in the same way 
as the memory of a traumatic event in real life” (see pages 
160-63). As far as we know, playing solitary computer games 
does not result in the highly positive brain events activated by 
play, fun, and laughter with another human being. 


Parenting can activate your child’s 
SEEKING system 


In order for the SEEKING system to be optimally activated in 
childhood the goal is to provide the richest relational as well 
as environmental conditions possible (see also pages 138-43). 
In the past, many parents were unaware of how important it 
is to work consciously to strengthen a child’s SEEKING 
system, and those that were aware believed it was okay to 
leave all that to schools. But schools, especially at secondary 
level, support the learning of subjects and are often not able to 
provide the optimal conditions for relational experiences or 
the one-on-one activities needed for drive, passion, and the 
ability to follow through. 

Optimal activation of the SEEKING system is about 
attunement on a one-on-one basis—parents commenting, 
matching positive emotions, and praising—which enables a 
child to stay in energized engagement with a play task, or in 
the “flow” (see page 134). Many parents never play like this 
with their children and, as a result, too many children grow 
up leading ordinary lives, but not just the extraordinary ones 
that they may be capable of. 


Help your child “ride” the SEEKING systems 
of key adults 
Your child’s interest and curiosity about the world around 
him will come from you. Encourage him to explore and 
experiment from an early age. Point out the wonders of the 
world; keep saying, “Wow, look at that!” Talk to him when 
you are out in the park, at the store, or at home playing. 
Some parents, however, are not great at raising their child's 
dopamine levels due to their own childhood experiences (too 
little support for their own creativity or too much shaming or 
discouragement). If this is the case for you, find another key 
adult in your child’s life who is a good dopamine activator and 
who can have regular explorative playtime with your child. 


CASE STUDY 


Getting started at the beach 
When Ted takes his son, Jake, to 
the beach, he gets out his newspaper 
and tells Jake to amuse himself. 
Jake sifts the sand through his 
hands, picks up a few rocks and 
hits them together, then stands in 
the water. After 15 minutes, he tells 
his father he wants to go home. 
Without a few ideas from Dad 

on how to use a beach well, the 
SEEKING system in Jake's brain is 
poorly activated. He needs help 

to get started. 

Another time, Kate, a friend of 
the family, comes to the beach, too. 
Kate makes sure she takes a pail 
and shovel. She shows Jake how to 
make sand castles and how to dig 
a large crater and make a sand car 
to sit in. She has also brought a 
few little trucks. Jake picks them up 
eagerly and drives them on a track 
around his sand castles. When Jake 
is really engrossed in his play, Kate 
can relax and read her newspaper 
for a while. 
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Children with strongly activated 
SEEKING systems will find 
opportunities for play wherever they 
look! Parents, caregivers, and teachers 
can inspire this by providing an 
“enriched environment” with space, 
toys, equipment, and, most of all, ideas. 


The importance of a “let's” attitude 

“Let's” times are about intense together activities born out 

of true spontaneity. While playing together, you are modeling 
the capacity for a “together-in-fun” relationship. “Let's” time 
can be any number of activities: 

« Let’s make a sand castle or cake! 

« Let’s make a fort with sheets and have lunch in it! 


Help keep your child in the flow 
A “flow” state is characterized by an almost effortless, yet 
highly focused, state of consciousness. It happens when a 
person becomes so deeply engrossed in a task and pursues it 
with such passion that all else disappears, including a sense 
of time and/or the worry of failure. The person experiences 
an almost euphoric state of joy and pleasure in which the task 
is performed, doing it without strain or effort.® 

If you see your child in a state of flow, support him in 
staying there. One of the most powerful ways of doing this is 
to accompany his explorative flow with commenting on the 
activity, praising him, and making suggestions. If, for 
example, he is making a magic potion with flour and water 
on the kitchen floor, don’t say, “Look at the mess you are 
making on the floor, clean that up right now!” Instead, spread 
out some newspaper and support his flow by giving him 
props such as pitchers, bowls, and spoons and/or more rice, 
water, or flour to add to his potion. 


“But why does my child need me? He seems to 
play just fine by himself.” 

Of course, solitary play is very important for some of the 
time. It gives your child time to disengage, to withdraw from 
all that relating, to get “sensorally” involved in things in his 
own time at his own pace, to develop his own ideas, and to 
know that he can do certain tasks. It is not an “either/or” 
situation. Children need both solitary play and adult- 
accompanied play. The point about accompanied play is 
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attention span, which in brain chemical terms is about 
keeping up the dopamine flow in his brain so that “states” of 
absorption, creativity, and imagination become “traits.” The 
attention span of a two year old in solitary play is usually 
anything from 15 seconds to two minutes. Many younger 
children can't get started on an activity or sustain full 
engagement over a period of time without you suggesting, 
modeling, commenting, and attuning with them—in other 
words, children need to ride your dopamine system. Put a 
two-year-old in front of an amazing array of sand tools by a 
sandbox, for example, and he will probably just sit there. But 
get in the sandbox with him and show him how to use the 
sand tools and he will be off. 

Consider the three-year-old whose delighted parent observes 
him in “small world” play by himself for the very first time. The 
little boy acts out a conversation between a toothbrush, a 
banana, and his pet frog. Delightful! However, it will probably 


“(1 et’s build a dam together’? 
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Children of all ages enjoy the space and They may need suggestions to get For over an hour these two boys 
sense of freedom they get from being them started, such as “Can you climb have been building a dam in a stream 
outdoors. Show them how to explore that mound?,” or “That bush looks like to make their own little pool. Totally 
and search for fun in their environment. a little house.” Once inspired, they absorbed in their project, they no 


can be happily occupied for hours. longer need adult help. 
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“(You can doa 
great deal for your 
child by providing 
lots of stimuli to 
trigger his 
imagination. N 


(() can do this 
myself now”? 


Good teachers can encourage children 
to try new skills for themselves, and foster 


a sense of independence and achievement. 


Schools that focus too closely on a 
curriculum may fail to inspire children 
with a love of knowledge and learning. 


only last for about a minute. If you listen to him and develop his 
ideas through observing, commenting, and entering into the 
role-play with the greatest respect for, and interest in, his ideas, 
he will get to know that amazing feeling of having truly entered 
into a fantastical world because you've “traveled” with him. 
What a boost for his self-esteem! Verbal attention-focused 
behavior used in this way has also been shown to develop a 
child’s attention, and his exploratory, language, and social skills.? 
In those early years, to fully exercise their imagination, 
children need to ride your dopamine, borrowing your 
sophisticated frontal lobes to develop their ideas, and help 
them sustain attention, engagement, and absorption over 
time. So adult-accompanied play can take a child into a far 
deeper level of imagination, creativity, and development of 
their play themes. Conversely, research also shows that 
isolation can block the SEEKING system." Benefits gained 
from “enriched play environments” (see pages 138-42) are 
dependent on this type of play not being a solitary activity. 


The importance of “Commenting” 

Instead of walking past a young child who is engaged in 
something (thinking, “phew, at last he is occupying himself”), 
support what he is doing with a key communicative strategy 
called commenting (see pages 248-49). This means describing 
what the child is doing. “Oh, so you are feeling the water on 
your hand, splish, splash!” (echo his sounds or movements). 
Or, “What a great rock pile you made.” Don't ask questions 
(“What are you making? What are you drawing?”) since they 
interrupt flow. The child has to interrupt his flow to respond 
to you. Since the child’s frontal lobe functioning is still 
underdeveloped, he is not being rude by not answering your 
question. He just can’t switch attention as quickly as adults. 
Commenting also helps sustain a child’s interest and is vital 
for developing his self-esteem. 


Parents should be a bit crazy, funny, exciting 

If your child is intent on conflict, simply diffuse it with play, 
humor, and by being a bit surreal—use your creative flow. It’s 
called “crossing the transaction.” For example, if your child 
says, “I'm not going to bed!” respond with, “Would you like 
to go up to bed on my back with a space ship/dinosaur/ 
banana-boat ride?” Don't punish explorative behavior that 

is causing mess or conflict, just give some gentle redirection 
into some other activity. 


Is it too late for my teenager? 

It is never too late to awaken the SEEKING system in a 
disaffected teenager, but he is going to have to meet adults 
whose own SEEKING systems are working very well and 

can therefore inspire him to reengage with life and all it can 
offer. Research shows that teenagers who have had the benefit 
of inspirational adults in and out of school hours by the time 
they are 30 are less likely to have dropped out of high school, 
to be depressed, single, separated or divorced, live in 
subsidized housing, have a low income, or be lawbreaker." 
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Commenting on your child’s activity helps 
sustain her interest in what she is doing. It helps 
her feel as if she can make interesting things 
happen in the world. It makes her feel 
important and that what she is doing is 

worth continuing. 


“(Creative people... 
don’t want the world 
as it is today, but 
want to make 
another world. In 
order to be able to 
do that, they have 
to sail right off the 
surface of the earth, 
to imagine, to 
fantasize and even to 
be crazy or nutty...?? 
Abraham Maslow” 
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The best environment 


There is a particular body of brain science research called “enriched environment 
studies” that looks into the effects of such environments on the brain. Studies have 
found that specific situations that engage a child in many different ways (see 
below) not only optimally activate the child’s SEEKING system, but bring about 
incredibly positive brain changes into the bargain. 


Playing with soapsuds can really engage a child. 
Here the child is moving, thinking, and clearly 
enjoying herself—all her senses are engaged. Use 
a children's bath foam such as Crazy Foam, or a 
cheaper option is unscented shaving cream. 


What is an enriched environment? 

An enriched environment is one that fully engages a child in 
all of the following four ways: 

« Cognitively (the child is thinking). 

« Physically (the child is moving). 

« Socially (the child is relating to you and/or others). 

« Sensorially (all the child’s senses are aroused—touch, 
vision, hearing, smell, and taste). 

Activities such as adult-accompanied messy play or where 
you create “mini” worlds for him, in which you are 
supporting your child by commenting on and copying what 
he is doing in order to keep him in “flow,” all qualify as 
enriched environments. With your support in these activities 
all four essential elements will be in place. 


What happens to the brain? 

Research found that attempts to isolate one or more of the 
four critical factors listed above failed to bring about positive 
brain changes. Enriched environments have an amazing effect 
on the brain. They were seen to: 

« Lower levels of stress chemicals. 

+ Cause anxious children to become less anxious (and stop 
the continuing adverse effects of past stress such as pre- or 
postpartum stress). 

+ Result in new brain cell growth (neurogenesis)."In one 
fascinating study, rats were given an enriched environment 
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“We're going 
to the moon”? 


Encourage children in creative play by 
starting them off with a few ideas and 
providing objects with creative potential 
to play with. Show them how to fly to the 
moon ona broom, look for elves, or build 
a castle. They will soon be captivated 
Simple “toys” such as pots and pans, 

a bowl of water, or a tray of sand are 
usually all children need to get started. 
There is no need to provide an array of 
expensive, manufactured toys. Children 
enjoy finding their own way to play when 
the game is underway. 


Just as fertilizers make plants grow 
better, brain fertilizers make the 
iuman brain function better. Brain 
ertilizers enhance brain 
development and are critical to 
your child's physical and mental 
ealth."® Two of these brain 
ertilizers are BDNF (brain-derived 
neurotrophic factor) and IGF-1 
insulin-like growth factor 1). 
BDNF and IGF-1 promote 
brain growth in the frontal lobes, 
positively affecting your child's 
igher brain functions. Research 
with eight- and nine-year-old 
children revealed a clear 
association of higher levels of 
GF-1 in the frontal lobes of 
children with a higher 1Q.%6 


Increased brain connections The scan on 
the left was taken before a mammal had 
experienced an enriched environment. After 
exposure, the number of connections is 
significantly higher (right).'” 
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with “climbing tubes and running wheels, novel food, and lots 
of social interaction,” Two months later they had an extra 
50,000 brain cells in each side of the hippocampus."® 

« Trigger amazing brain growth fertilizers (see left). 


Long-term benefits 
The hippocampus is a key system in your child’s brain 
associated with memory (see page 19). It’s vital for your 
child’s ability to learn. We know from animal research 
that the hippocampus will also show higher levels of brain 
fertilizer activation after enriched environment play and 
the development of new synaptic connections."® 

Research has shown that deprived, at-risk children who 
experienced an enriched-environment preschool intervention 
between the ages of three and five, did far better socially, 
emotionally, and academically as adults than children who 
had not experienced an enriched environment. At the age 
of 11 they were given EEG tests (to measure brain wave 
patterns) and skin-conductance tests (measuring bodily 
arousal levels) and were found to have much better attention, 
concentration, and a calmer physiology—key for good 
decision making, emotion processing, and socializing.”° 


Creating an enriched environment 
for children 


To qualify as an enriched environment an activity or toy must 
feel new to the child. If you supply the same toys day after 
day they cease to provide the benefits described above. We 
know this from research on chimpanzees: give them a banana 
and the dopamine systems will trigger. Then give them 
another banana and another—eventually there will be very 
weak firings of dopamine in their brains, so much so that 
they walk away from any bananas! You will notice the same 
phenomenon with your child’s toys. You excitedly bring home 
a new toy and your child is eager to play with it. Two days 


later, it’s discarded and you feel resentful. All that effort and 
money you put in to that thoughtful present seems no longer 
to be of any value to your child. 

However, providing new activities does not mean you have 
to keep running to the toy store. There are some wonderful 
ways of creating new stimulating messy play and small worlds 
with little expense. Simply invest in a large plastic black- 
bottomed tray. Then using miniature toy animals and “found 
objects”—you can use wood, stones, leaves, or even food 
substances—set up a different “world” each week. There is no 
need to spend a lot. Children love playing with water, or try a 
food world with cooked rice colored with food coloring or 
even colored spaghetti—or both. Here are some more ideas: 

« Snow scene (use fake snow—or even artifical foam) 

« Farm scene (use shredded wheat cereal for hay or straw) 
« Beach scene with sand and animals 

¢ Dinosaur’s world with cornflakes 

« Crazy Foam or a soapsud bath world with some objects 
(such as bugs, toys, or plastic animals) in it. 
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“(The true sign of 
intelligence is not 
knowledge but 
imagination. ” 
Albert Einstein 


“(My family 
is going fora 
walk!?? 


Children love exploring mini worlds. 
Choose toys that grab a child’s 
imagination and facilitate free play. 
Create a “world” on a little tray on a 
table or buy a larger freestanding tray 
on legs so several children can play 
around it together. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Treasure boxes are perfect for babies 
from six to 18 months. Child 
psychologist Elinor Goldschmeid 
coined the term “heuristic” play, to 
describe offering a baby natural 
“objects” to play with. She felt that 
plastic objects do not stimulate an 
infant’s senses as well as natural 
ones do. 

So set up a special treasure box 
for your young child. Use interesting 
shapes made from cardboard, wood, 
rubber, fur, cotton, and put them ina 
basket. Add pegs, kitchen utensils, 
beanbags, shells, ribbons, wool, 
pinecones, brushes, doorstops—but 
ban all plastic objects. Sit beside your 
baby in a calm, attuning, commenting 
way. Watch him pick up toys and 
comment and praise as he does so. 

If as a parent you are feeling 
overwhelmed—“Don’'t ask me to do 
another thing”’—“it's possible to buy 
ready-made treasure boxes. 


Can’t children just play with other children? 
Some four- and five-year-olds (particularly those who have 
benefited from lots of adult-accompanied play) can 
sometimes happily sustain “small world” play together for 
over 20 minutes before one of them attacks the other, they 
have a toy war, or one of them loses interest. Child-to-child 
small-world or messy play is great for the development of 
social skills such as give and take and listening to the ideas 
of the other child. Children over five can do even better in 
child-to-child imaginative play. They can sustain flow 
together and develop a narrative in their play for a 
considerable length of time without needing you (all the more 
so if you have put in lots of accompanied play in the early 
years). But even when children are able to play well together 
with imagination, absorption, and creativity, accompanied 
parent-child play adds a different and vital dimension for 
development of drive, will, and creativity. 

Other children quite simply don’t have the sophisticated 
frontal lobe development of an adult. Accompanied play 
with a socially intelligent adult provides children with fine 
attunement (use of voice, words, tone, movement), sensitive 
commenting, affirmation of their ideas, and play narratives 
moment by moment. In this sense, parents are also natural 
play therapists. An important study looked at 93 different 
play therapy research studies in terms of successful outcomes. 
The best outcomes of all didn’t come from the studies where a 
therapist played with a child in a therapy room, but those 
where parents were taught to do child-led play in the home 
environment with their child (commenting, joining in, 
following the child’s lead, role playing, praising as appropriate 
and so keeping the child’s energized engagement in the 
task)." In other words, parents were giving the very best 
support to their child’s SEEKING system. 

In addition, by joining in during those early years from 
birth to five, you are supporting the development of your 
child’s imagination as a vital life skill. 


Key points 


e In the early years, provide your 
child with lots of imaginative 
explorative activities in the context of 
adult-accompanied play, to develop 
the SEEKING system in his brain. 
When this system is working well, 
your child will have an appetite for 
life, curiosity, and the drive and 
motivation to make his creative 
ideas into a reality. 


e As parents we can easily crush a 
child's will and blight his explorative 
urge by discouragement, too many 
commands and “no’s,” or by using 
frightening or shaming discipline. 


¢ Much better than running to the 
toy store, create new enriched 
environments every week—messy 
play or small world play with natural 
objects and “small world” animals 
and people. This will stimulate your 
child cognitively, physically, socially, 
and sensorially. 


your socially 
intelligent 


child 


The ability to form meaningful human relationships 
is fundamental to happiness and mental health. 
It's the quality of contact we have with other people 
that is arguably the most important determining 
factor in quality of life. We can also only develop 
ourselves through relationships with others. This 
chapter offers the science and psychology for 
ensuring your child grows up to be able to sustain 
loving relationships over time and doesn’t end up 


living in a destructive or painful relationship. 
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Developing social 
intelligence 


Getting along well with people requires social intelligence—it has nothing 
whatsoever to do with intellect. There are many very smart people who have poor 
social intelligence, and as a result they can find it difficult to sustain profoundly 
satisfying, intimate, long-term relationships. 


In addition, some people relate to others in a flat, dull way, 
devoid of humor, which lacks any curiosity about the person 
they are talking to; they talk at them rather than listen to 
them. These people may be successful in terms of making 
money, but often they are unable to function well in their 
personal lives. What’s more, research in the business world 
shows that the most successful leaders are not the most pushy 
or determined people, but are those who are the most socially 
aware of the feelings and needs of others. There is no social 
intelligence gene. To become a socially developed human 
being, your child needs help from you. 


Many people don’t get the support they need 

You need all kinds of relationship skills and social intelligence 
to be able to sustain, nurture, and develop loving intimate 
relationships over time. Millions of people can't do it. In other 
words, what they have learned in childhood from their parents 


Responding to the emotional cues in terms of social intelligence and key relational skills has not 
of others is key to social intelligence. 
Studies show that eleven-year-olds 
who responded well to another child's 


CONSIDER THIS... 


supported them. As a result, 40 to 50 percent of marriages in 
the US ends in divorce and 50 percent of cohabiting couples in 


feelings were significantly more likely the UK split before their child is five.? A quarter of all children 
to have had a good response to their experience stress due to family breakdown‘ and the same 
own feelings from their parents.’ number watch parents screaming and yelling at each other.> 


Moreover research shows that poor-quality intimate 
relationships are very bad for your health.6 But then living by 


yourself isn't the answer either, because loneliness is so bad for 
the immune system that it’s as big a killer as obesity, and as 
dangerous to your health as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.’ 


Children need their parents’ help 
If children are to develop key relational skills, we as parents 


need to “model” them to each child. This means not only how 


you relate to your child, but also how you help her relate to 
both you, her siblings, and others. You need to demonstrate 
to your child that you have following skills: 

« You can be moved by another’s distress 

+ You can reflect rather than react when you are feeling 
really angry with someone 

¢ You can repair relationship ruptures 

« You can express hurt and anger in a way that leaves the 
other person feeling respected, not shamed or criticized 

« You can really listen to another person in an interested, 
curious way 

« You have the capacity to comfort and emotionally 
regulate a distressed person. 

Some avenues to social intelligence can be opened up to 
children by teaching them specific skills, but many can’t. This 
is because the “social dance” is very subtle and highly 
complex. You can teach a child simple social skills, such as 
how to ask someone to be her friend, how to talk about her 
feelings, how to say no, and how to ask for something in a 
clear and polite way. But social intelligence is far more than 
this. You cant teach a child how to be moved by another's 
distress—she either is or she isn’t. You can't teach a child how 
to be emotionally warm—she either is or she isn’t. You can't 
teach a child how to be naturally curious about another 
person, and to voice that curiosity in such a way that the 
other person feels valued and interesting. You can't teach a 
child the capacity to soothe and comfort a person who is in 
distress. All these wonderful higher human functions will 
only be possible if she has developed the necessary brain 


CASE STUDY 


Recovering from hurt 

When Sarah was a child, she was 
constantly yelled at by her depressed 
mother. Her father was unable to relate 
well to children, so he had very little 
quality contact time with Sarah. Most 
of his exchanges with his daughter were 
to “get her to behave.” Neither parent 
had the ability to respond sensitively to 
Sarah's feelings, because their parents 
had not responded sensitively to 

their feelings. 

From all this, Sarah learned that 
relationships are all about power and 
feelings of hurt and rejection. When 
Sarah met nice people in her life, she 
always drove them away because she 
tried to control them. She just didn’t 
know another way of being with people. 
After Sarah was fired from a good 
job for bullying her colleagues, she 
realized she needed help. With her 
therapist, she was able to mourn the 
fact that she had felt so alone as a 
child. Sarah was able, over time, to 
develop warmer, gentler ways of 
relating. She is now happily married 
and her children feel very safe and 
loved by her. 
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“(Being a good 
team player means 
giving and taking 
rather than getting 
your own way. ?? 


These boys are only four years old, yet they 
are already skilled in the art of relating to 
each other. They can listen to each other 
well and time their responses. They have 
a sense of ease in each other's company. 


pathways and complex chemical cascades in her brain, along 
with a truly embodied response. This development can only 
take place through particular relationship experiences, and 
parents are her starting point. It is sometimes the case 

that adults who have never been on the receiving end of 
enriching and emotionally responsive “one-on-ones” in 
childhood can stay developmentally arrested and have the 
social intelligence of a young child. 


The science of social intelligence 

Social intelligence involves higher and lower brain pathways 
working together in a beautifully coordinated way. You, as 

a parent, will have a powerful influence over whether these 
vital networking systems develop well in your child’s brain. 
If, for example, a child has experienced mainly superficial 
emotional connections in the family home, she is likely to 
grow up simply not knowing how to develop more 
meaningful ways of relating to people. If parent-child 
interactions have frequently been frightening, shaming, or 
hurtful, a child can grow up deeply mistrustful of people and 
therefore push away overtures offering friendship, kindness, 
or concern. They may feel too dangerous. If a child repeatedly 
witnesses her parents arguing, she may believe relationships 
are all about power and control, or only know how to relate 
with power and control when people are hurt or angry. 


The sensitive brain and social intelligence 

There are several parts of your child’s brain that are key 

to social intelligence: the frontal lobes, the cerebellum, the 
corpus callosum, and the anterior cingulate. With relationally 
aware parenting a mass of new brain pathways will develop 
in these areas of your child’s brain. 


The important frontal lobes 
There are several areas in this part of the brain: one of the key 
ones is the orbitofrontal region (see page 150). The setting 


How does parenting have such an impact 
ona child’s social brain? 


In adulthood, powerful relationship experiences can still result in the development of the social 
brain (it’s not only something that happens in childhood). But we have to be open to change. 
The problem is that negative ways of relating established in childhood can so easily become fixed. 
Children who experience mainly superficial emotional connections at home may grow up closed 
to deeper connections with others since they have not learned how to relate to people when they 
were younger. A child will be more likely to be open to offers of friendship, kindness, or concern 
if her interactions with her parents are always met with empathy; if they are not she can grow up 
mistrustful. What’s more, a diet of angry parent-child or parent-to-parent exchanges in childhood 
can mean a child has a lifelong ingrained belief that all relationships are about power and control. 


One key frontal lobe area 
important to social intelligence 

is the orbitofrontal region, which is 
located just above the orbit of the 
eye; hence its name. Brain pathways 
established here help us to respond 
well to other people. 

Another important area of the 
higher brain is the ventromedial 
part. Pathways laid down here 
will be key to your child developing 
self-awareness and the capacities 
to negotiate, make decisions, 
resolve conflict, and be a great 
team player. Strong connections 
from the ventromedial area to the 
lower brain can also calm strong 
feelings and enable you to think 
about them instead of discharging 


them in outbursts of rage, agitation, 
or anxiety. 


Ventromedial area 


Orbitofrontal area 


The orbitofrontal and ventromedial areas 
are regions of the frontal lobes involved in 
our social intelligence. 
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down of new brain pathways in this area will, over time, 
enable your child to accurately read, and sensitively respond 
to, a person's social and emotional cues. Interestingly, this 
part of the brain is less active in adults and children who are 
depressed, so it’s harder for them to be socially sensitive. New 
pathways connecting the orbitofrontal area to the lower, 
mammalian, brain can enable your child to calm her 
primitive impulses of fear and anger and regulate her bodily 
high arousal states. Known as “top-down brain pathways”? 
these connections are also vital for the ability to repair 
relationships that go wrong. 


The role of the cerebellum 

This structure is situated behind the brain stem, at the lowest 
part of the brain (see page 19). Good parenting can also lay 
down pathways between the frontal lobes, above, and the 
cerebellum. These pathways enable your child to learn to time 
her response accurately, to what another person is saying, and 
give it appropriate rhythm and emotional expression. They 
can also help your child become skilled at shifting her 
attention from one aspect of a conversation to another. 
Scientists have realized only recently that the cerebellum 

is involved in social behavior. Research on children with 
autism almost always shows malformations in this part 

of the brain.”® 


The corpus callosum connects the right 

and left brain 

This is the structure that enables communication between the 
right and left sides of the higher brain (see page 18). The left 
brain houses our verbal centers for understanding and 
forming speech, but the right brain needs to register feelings 
in the first place. The corpus callosum, when working well, 
helps us find words for feelings, hence emotional literacy. 
While the left brain has weak links with the lower emotional 
brain and weak links with feedback about bodily arousal, the 
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right is a deeply feeling brain with strong links to emotion 
systems and “gut” feelings. It picks up emotional atmospheres 
very quickly. In infants and young children this structure is 
still developing so there is poor communication between the 
two sides of the brain, which is why they can completely “lose 
it” as they react to rather than reflect on stressful life events. 
¢ You can help develop communication between the two 
sides of her brain. It is much too easy to assume that children 
can put words to feelings well, but by and large they can't 
because the corpus callosum is underdeveloped. Instead, they 
tend to “behave” their feelings, because they remain at a 
sensation level rather than a “thought about” level. If you help a 
child put words to feelings, you will be helping her to develop 
her corpus callosum. When adults haven't had help like this in 
their childhood they will still react not reflect when stressed. 
Parent-child communication experts Adele Faber and 
Elaine Mazlish suggest giving the child words to express their 


“(1 et’s make up?” 


(Children who 
have not been 

met with empathy 
themselves cannot 
register the distress 
of another child. ?? 


It’s a real art for a parent to help children — Here a thoughtful daddy is helping these 
resolve painful clashes when so many two-year-olds by speaking to them about 
primitive lower brain feelings have how painful it has been for both of them to 
been activated. share the toy car. 


What a gift for a parent to show 
children that the most painful 
conflicts can be resolved. 


The corpus callosum is an 
amazing network of fibers enabling 
communication between the right 
and left side of the higher brain. 
The corpus callosum plays a vital 
role in social intelligence, since it 
passes information about what 

we are experiencing in milliseconds 
from one side of our higher brain 
to the other. So it helps someone 
to think and feel clearly about all 
the things that happen to them. 


corpus callosum 


An MRI scan through the head clearly 
shows the corpus callosum (blue). 

This band of tissue is composed of 
nerve fibers (some 300 million in a fully 
developed adult brain) and functions as 
an information highway between the two 
halves of the brain. 
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anger with siblings rather than punishing the anger." On this 
principle if, for example, four-year-old Toby lashes out at his 
younger brother Joey because he’s picked up his brother’s new 
yellow truck, your reaction might be to say to Toby, “That’s a 
bad thing. Stop that right now. Your brother was only looking 
at it” Instead, however, give Toby words to help him by 
saying, “Stop Toby. It's never okay to hurt someone's body. 
Tell your brother how angry you are—you could say 
something like, “Hey Joey, I don’t like it when you play with 
my yellow truck. I want you to ask first?” Then suggest that 
you and Toby talk to Joey together, which helps Toby. 

¢ Where there is conflict, if you help your child put words to 
feelings you are again supporting the development of her 
ability to reflect not react. When we put words to feelings, the 
alarm systems in our brains calm, lowering heart rate and 
stress hormone levels.’? The same is true of sulking, which 

of course is a wordless state. So help a child make it “worded” 
If we just ignore sulking or criticize it, we are missing a key 
opportunity for social intelligence development. If a child is 
sulking, try saying, “Do you want to continue sulking or do 
you need a hug?” If there is no response, say, “Okay, I am 
assuming that no response means you want to continue 
sulking. Pll come back in a while and ask again.” Or, I have 
found it very effective to ask a child, “Would you finish the 
sentence: I feel angry because... I feel sad because...” Repeat 
each one slowly to give her time to think. 


The anterior cingulate is key for empathy 

and compassion 

This structure (see page 95) is part of the brain’s limbic system. 
When activated in the face of another person's distress it 
enables you to feel pain because of their pain, so much so that 
you are moved to act.'? If we parent with empathy our 
children will have the capacity to empathize this way (see also 
pages 154-59). Interestingly, the anterior cingulate does not 
activate in bullies, who instead of wanting to help the 
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vulnerable or defenseless (distress averse) are “distress excited” 
and want to hurt them. What lights up in their brain is the 
nucleus accumbens, triggering reward chemicals. 


The parietal lobes are important, too 

The parietal lobes are involved in sensation of movement and 
navigation of space. Emotionally responsive parenting may 
also help to set down important new pathways between a 
child’s parietal lobes and her frontal lobes. These pathways 
(particularly on the right side of the brain) are responsible 
for gauging the correct interpersonal space when with 
another person. This means the ability not to invade 
someone's private space or appear too distant from them! 


Low levels of serotonin can ruin relationships 

The brain chemical serotonin is a major factor in social and 
emotional intelligence. Optimal levels can stabilize mood, 
reduce aggression, and therefore play a key role in promoting 
good relationships. Research studies have shown that 
monkeys who were highly respected in their group and at the 
top of their social hierarchy, had optimal levels of serotonin.” 
Low levels of serotonin in the brain are associated with 
impulsive behavior. If you are unable to inhibit primitive 
impulses, frequent angry or anxious outbursts may ruin your 
relationships. You are also more likely to suffer from bad 
moods. Children and adults with low levels of serotonin can 
find it hard to express negative feelings calmly. 

Serotonin levels are dramatically influenced by human 
relationships, for better or worse. Research shows that stress 
in early life can adversely affect the serotonin system in an 
infant’s developing brain, whereas wonderful one-on-ones 
with you can have a positive effect on serotonin levels in your 
child’s ventromedial cortex. By sharing lots of good times 
with you, your child can be accustomed to optimal levels of 
serotonin in her brain and this can then become part of who 
she is—her core personality. 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


Low levels of serotonin in both 
animals and humans are associated 
with impulsive behavior. The person's 
or animal’s emotional responses 
are not moderated by serotonin, 
which is a mood-stabilizing chemical. 
When they get angry it’s big, blow-up 
anger, rather than mild irritation 

or annoyance. We know that monkeys 
who have low serotonin are 
impulsive and aggressive. “Given 

the opportunity, they will make 
dangerous leaps from tree to tree 
that other monkeys won't attempt. 
They get into frequent fights.”5 
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Parenting with empathy 


Children who are parented in a way where empathy is offered at times of high 
emotion do far better socially, emotionally, and academically in middle childhood 


and the teenage years than children who have not received empathic responses. 
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They also have a far calmer physiology so can handle stress well. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


There are some very sensitive babies 

for whom face-to-face conversations 
have to be just right. If a sensitive baby 
finds communication with you worrying 
in any way whatsoever, he may cut off 
and withdraw. This may make you 
pursue him more for a response. As 

a result, he may then withdraw even 
more. Both of you can end up feeling 
hopeless and awful, so make sure that 
you follow your child’s cues. 


It is much too easy to tell a child who is experiencing a negative 
emotion that she should just “get over it” or that whatever 
she’s feeling “is not that bad”—known as “emotion dismissing” 
Empathic parenting is exactly the opposite—acknowledge the 
child’s feelings, especially the pain of what she is feeling, then 
help her with it. Likewise, if you respond empathically to a 
child’s anger as opposed to telling her to just stop being angry, 
she'll do so much better. 

Studies show that children who have been parented 
empathically did better academically at ages eight and 15 
because of good stress regulation—their ability to think was 
not derailed by emotions. These children also experienced 
less negative play with their best friends, fewer behavior 
problems, and were physically healthier.” 


So what is the best approach? 

Empathic parenting means activating the key structures of the 
brain involved with social intelligence. Help your child put 
words to feelings (developing the corpus callosum); 
empathize with her so that she will do the same for others 
(activating the anterior cingulate); and help her learn to be 
able to reflect on life’s hard knocks, not just react to them 
(improving frontal lobe functions). 


It is all about changing your appoach 
Here is an example of nonempathic factual responses to a 
child’s emotional pain (no positive brain or mind change 
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here) and how to alter it to an empathic response. Two-year-old rat When pa rents 
Annie is screaming about not wanting to leave her playgroup— experience their 
she is enjoying herself and does not want to go home. Dad, 
using a factual response, might start saying, “Annie, you have 
to calm down.” Her response is to scream even louder. Her : : 
dad, now yelling and moving into facts, responds with, “Stop with him, these 
this behavior right now. You know we can't stay here, we have states get sma ller. 
to go home.” The empathy response would be to say, “I When parents 
understand that you love the playgroup. You want to stay experience their 
here, not go home.” When she screams more loudly, repeat 
this saying, “Daddy knows. Annie wants to stay here and not go 
home.’ She will quiet down, let you pick her up, and hug you. 


child’s negative 
emotional states 


child’s positive 
emotional states 
with him, these 


Empathic approach to a toy war states get larger. ”) 
Sophie screams because during a playdate, her friend Emma Dan Hughes 

has taken her new toy pig. Instead of saying, “Come on, 

Sophie, you need to learn to share. Sharing is a good thing 


“(1 am really 


After Grandma lost her temper when 
six-year-old Clare took the last three 
chocolate cookies she apologized. “I was 
angry when you left no cookies for the rest 
of us, but | am sorry, | shouldn’t have 
yelled. | should have found another way of 
letting you know that was not okay.” This 
is known as interactive repair, and it’s vital 
for healthy relationships and helps 
children to learn to reflect, not react. 
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As your child grows up, keep listening well 
to what he is telling you. Some parents are 
great at talking “at” their child, but they 
are not good at listening to them. Bend 
down to his level when he is talking to you, 
so he can have eye contact with you since 
he is telling you this most important thing. 
Give him time to say it, and respond in 
age-appropriate language. Use a lot of color 
in your voice because infants find this 
delightfully stimulating, whereas flat voices 
turn them off conversation. 


and then you can both be friends,” try this: “Sometimes it’s 
hard to share something that you really care about so much. 
Let's put this toy away for the moment and show Emma the 
toys you are okay taking turns with” 


Empathizing can develop brain connections 
Five-year-old Timmy’s little sister has drawn all over the 
beautiful card he has just made for his grandmother, so 
Timmy screams, yells, and throws himself on the floor. 
Instead of responding with, “Come on, Timmy, that’s enough. 
Stop this behavior right now. She didn’t mean it. She’s only a 
baby,’ try the empathy version. “I can see why you feel so 
mad and so miserable. You made the card so beautifully. 

Of course you are hurting now that it’s damaged.” Your 
empathetic response will help your child make sense of his 
painful experiences and develop the new neuronal networks 
in his brain helping him to reflect, not react. 


Dealing with conflict and anger 
Conflicts are inevitable in parent-child relationships. We 
don’t want to stop conflict, but if we want our children to 
become socially intelligent we need to use these moments to 
model how to handle conflict well. The shocking statistics in 
terms of how many adult intimate relationships fail are proof 
enough of just how many adults can’t handle conflict. That 
said, couple therapist Ellyn Bader suggests that “Marriage 
vows are ridiculously hard, unless you marry late in life and 
have had a lot of personal therapy: 

Relationship expert John Gottman has studied the 
dynamics between more couples than anyone in the 
world. He found that couples’ ability to handle anger well is 
key to whether they are happy or not, or stay together or not, 
and many break up because they don’t handle conflicts well. 
Conflicts are most acute when one or both partners is 
stonewalling or turning away, is critical of the other, or is 
defensive, and/or full of contempt toward the other. In 
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contrast, happily married couples handle their conflicts 
in gentle, positive ways, are able to repair negative 
interactions during an argument, and can process negative 
emotions fully."® 

The same is true of parent-child relationships. If children 
are going to grow up socially intelligent, parents need to 
handle conflicts with their children in gentle, positive ways 
and repair the relationship after an argument. 


; ; ipa There are many studies in which infants as 
How to handle conflicts in gentle, positive ways pourieras 8 riGnth Have Deer tobisened Showing 


concern and a desire to help people in need. 


. : However, a child’s capacity for empathy is 
parents treat her anger as something to be punished rather dependent on it being modeled consistently by her 


than acknowledged. It is common for parents to be good with Primary caregivers. Sadly with parenting that lacks 
a child’s sadness or fear, but critical or punishing when the Fe i pe mes Sie if ‘nr 
child is angry. We need our anger—it's part of the human were looking at a piece of furniture. 
condition and lets us know what is good or bad for us. Ifa 

child learns that she shouldn't feel anger because it causes 

such parental disapproval, she's likely to reach adulthood 

handicapped on the social stage. She may not be able to find 


her passionate “No,” so people may walk all over her, or she 


A child is not going to grow up socially intelligent if her 


(() Understand 


your pain”? 


By acknowledging the child’s feelings— 
especially the pain of what he is 
feeling—and then helping him work 
through them you are emotionally 
regulating him. Children whose parents 
empathize with all their feelings, including 
anger, are also physically healthier than 
those whose parents do not empathize. 


Human compassion and concern 
is visible on brain scans. Research 
shows that when we care about 
someone in distress, one of the 
areas of the brain that lights up is 
the anterior cingulate gyrus (see 
below)—part of the lower brain's 
CARE system (see page 29). 

In your “brain sculpting” role 
as a parent, you can influence 
the establishing of strong 
communicating pathways between 
your child’s anterior cingulate and 
her higher brain. This will enhance 
her ability to both feel and reflect 
on another person’s distress. 

Research shows that malfunctions 
in the anterior cingulate can cause 
a lack of compassion. Monkeys 


with a damaged cingulate treat 
other monkeys as if they were 
inanimate objects and walk 

right over them.2* Much too easily, 
equivalent heartless human acts 
come to mind. 


anterior cingulate gyrus 
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may repeatedly fail to set firm boundaries in exploitative 
situations. The ability to be angry at appropriate moments is a 
key component of a child’s social intelligence. If a child 
inhibits emotions such as anger, her relationships in her adult 
life are likely to lack full authenticity. If she feels she can 
never fully be herself with that parent, she can take that 


feeling of “fear of being myself in case I am too much,’ into 
her adulthood, too. 


Don't discipline with anger 

Anger is just as present in the best parent-child relationships 
as it is in those that are struggling. So when your child is 
angry, don’t put her in a time-out because she is disrespecting 
you and saying she hates you (see also page 234), or punish 
her for having the feeling she is having. Instead regulate her 
anger by acknowledging it. One proviso of course—no 
swearing at you! 

¢ Empathize with your child when she is furious with you 
for setting a boundary, rather than criticizing her for it.?* For 
example, five-year-old Emily says a really mean thing to her 
little sister. So her mom says that due to her meanness Emily 
wont be able to watch her new DVD today. Emily is then 
furious with her mom. But Mom hears her anger and says, “I 
understand you are furious with me for not letting you watch 
the DVD and you are really hurting about that now and so 
disappointed, but I need you to learn that mean words hurt 
people.” Your child is more likely to understand if you 
acknowledged her anger in this way. 

e If your child attacks you personally, acknowledge that 
whatever she is feeling toward you is real for her. Start your 


» 


sentence—“So you are experiencing me as...,’ “So you are 
seeing me as...,’ or “So it feels like...” That way you are not 
saying, “I am x or y,’ but acknowledging her perception. 

« Know how to express anger with your child. Keep it short. 
Start the sentence “I feel angry with you because...” But no 


yelling or shaming voice. Remember the research that shows 
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that yelling or shaming leads to toxic levels of stress 
hormones in the child’s brain. 

Repair the relationship as soon as possible. But to do this 
you need to be able to emotionally regulate yourself so you 
have enough frontal-lobe functioning to think about how you 
are coming across to your child. Check that yourre elevating, 
not shaming, your child’s dignity. If you feel overwhelmed 
and your RAGE system is in the driving seat say, “I feel very 
angry about this, so I am going to leave the room and spend 
a short time getting my thinking back” then leave the room, 
breathe, and return when you feel more regulated. 

eTry an empathy drawing. Because young children often 

do not have words for their feelings, there are other ways 

of helping by modeling how to express feelings. Tell your 
child you are going to draw or write what you imagine might 
be reasons why she is angry. Take a felt tip pen and a piece of 
paper and draw a big empathy drawing—this can be phrases 
or images (squiggles and stick people are fine) showing 
possibilities for the emotional pain fueling her behavior. Then 
ask her to color in or cross out any of the things you drew 
that feel wrong and put a circle around any that feel right to 
her. If she circles one, thank her for being brave and letting 
you know what’s wrong. 


The importance of relationship repair 

Relationship repair (learning how to say sorry) and modeling 
it in your relationship with your child is a gift for her. She 
will develop the skill and can then take it into her adult 
relationships. So many couples split up because after an 
argument there is a disconnnect and they don't know how 
to repair it—their parents did not “show them? After a 
disconnect with your child you might say, “I am so sorry 

I yelled at you. I wanted you to stop what you were doing, 
but I should have found another way of helping you to stop” 
Or, “Sorry I used such a stern voice. I had a hard day 

at work and my stress came out at you. I apologize.” 


ANIMAL INSIGHTS 


Some animals are incapable of 
compassion and concern toward 
others who are vulnerable, defenseless, 
or in distress, because they don't 
have the brain chemistry and 
anatomical brain systems required 

to feel these emotions. Reptiles 

don't have a developed CARE system 
in their brains. Many of them produce 
their young and leave them to 

fend for themselves. 

The female sea turtle, for example, 
digs a hole in the sand to bury her 
eggs. A chemical called vasotocin 
(the reptilian version of our oxytocin) 
is activated in her brain. Once 
she has covered her eggs, this 
“caring” chemical in her brain drops 
dramatically, so she just wanders off. 
This means that when her baby turtles 
are born, their mother is nowhere 
to be seen. It's just a matter of 
chance whether the little turtles get 
to the water before they are eaten. 
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Modern technology 


Let’s get real here. There are very few parents who don't use TV, a DVD, or 
a game console or tablet as a babysitter from time to time. Technology in 
some form can help provide a solution to sibling conflicts, and TV in 
particular can be great for downtime and disengagement time for everyone. 


DID YOU KNOW... 


It is recommended that children from 
the age of two upward should have 


no more than than two hours screen 
time (TV and electronic games) per 
day.4 Most five-year-olds spend around 
14 hours a week (that’s two hours 

a day) in front of a screen.> By 
contrast, children usually spend only 
38 minutes a day with a parent?® and 
they are spending 10 times more time 
watching TV than playing outside.?” 


Here we aim to give you the key facts abut technology so 
you can make informed decisions about how much screen 
time per day is acceptable and what sort of TV programs, 
movies, and electronic games—whether on a game console, 
computer, tablet, or smartphone—to allow. 


The facts about screen time 


Is screen time a good or a bad thing overall? The researchers’ 
current recommendation is for no more than two hours a day 
for children, but what happens if they exceed that? A study in 
Scotland looked at the habits of 11,000 five-year-olds** and 
found that by the age of seven there was a less than two 
percent increase in behavior problems with the children who 
had watched TV for more than three hours a day, compared 
with those watching for less than an hour. There was no 
increase in emotional symptoms, hyperactivity/inattention, 
or relationship problems with peers. Alison Parkes, one of the 
authors of the study, said, “Our work suggests that limiting 
the amount of time children spend in front of the TV is 
unlikely to improve psychosocial adjustment.” However, 
there have been other findings: 

e Risk of obesity. Children who watched just one hour of 
television a day were up to 60 percent more likely to be 
overweight and 73 percent more likely to be obese at around 
six years old compared to those who watched less.*° Lack of 
physical activity increased the risk by 50 percent. 

+ Increased likelihood of being bullied at school for children 
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who watch a lot of TV from the age of two, probably because 
it cuts down on family relational time.>" 

« Reduced concentration levels in children under four in 
homes where the TV is on in the background. It also adversely 
affected the quality and quantity of parent-child interaction." 


There are benefits of movie time together 
Although excess solitary TV watching has some very 
worrying features, by contrast, sitting down and watching a 
movie together with your child can improve your child’s 
social intelligence. Research shows that when parents explain 
character’s motives and feelings to their child as they watch 

a movie they actually help the child think psychologically, 
which develops sophisticated social and theory of mind skills. 3 
This activates parts of the child’s brain related to higher social _ Children love computer games and these can 


intelligence.?* The same research observed that the brain enhance development af thei fronts! |obes!and 
can even help a child discharge stress and anger 


networks used to listen to stories or watch movies together instead of bottling it up. Research shows that more 
were the same as those we use for skillfully managing our and more children have access to tablets: they 

a 15 re fn 2 are used by one in five three- to four-year-olds, 
interactions with people. Television watching does not have a.quarter of all five-to seven-year-olds,,a third 
the same effect. This is probably because programs are of eight- to 11-year-olds, and nearly half of 12- 


i j v . to 15-year-olds35 
shorter, interrupted by commercials, there’s less in-depth i 


development of a story or characters, and because parents are 
more likely to leave children watching TV by themselves.?? 


What about educational DVDs for babies? 


There are lots of DVDs on the market for children one year 
old or younger and many claim to improve a baby’s cognitive 
development. In fact, research has shown that watching these 
videos can adversely affect a baby’s language development. 
One research study found that with every hour per day spent 
watching baby DVDs, infants learned six to eight fewer new 
words than babies who hadn't watched the videos.** This is 
because the major contributor to good speech, vocabulary, 
and comprehension is the amount of time a parent or 
caregiver spends reading and talking to a child. After a 
group of nine-month-old babies interacted with a Mandarin 
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Although there are apps and games that can help 
a child learn to read, research shows that children 
who read in print score significantly higher on 
reading comprehension tests than those who 
read on a screen. Text in print has more visual 
and tactile cues, and the paper provides physical, 
tactile, spatio-temporal cues, too.3* 


speaker, they showed an enhanced ability to discriminate 
speech sounds in Mandarin compared to a control group. The 
experiment was repeated with another group, but this time 
the Mandarin speaker was on TV; these babies were no more 
likely than the control group to discriminate Mandarin 
speech sounds.*” 


Are tablet apps or computer games good or bad? 
The bright, fun, and appealing images can be good for getting 
children’s attention and motivating them. They often provide 
lots of great quick feedback, verbal praise, and cheering when 
the child gets an answer right, which reinforces and 
encourages repeated practice. One of the key arguments 
some people make against games is that they are so 
appealing they could make everyday life and the slower- 
paced information at school seem boring. However, the 
latest research using tablets for early literacy in elementary 
schools with three- to five-year-olds found none of this to 
be true. These games can enhance development of frontal lobe 
functions, and improve literacy and numeracy, hand-eye 
coordination, visual spatial skills, speed of processing, and 
the ability to make fine discriminations with color and 
contrast sensitivity. That said, these skills are not necessarily 
centrally useful in the school learning environment, where 
the approach is to build up information more slowly. 

Letting a three-year-old play with a tablet on a boring car 
trip or a visit to a restaurant for a lengthy family meal can 
actually be a good idea. Remember, boredom in young children 
triggers high levels of stress hormones and states of bodily 
hyperarousal, which they are otherwise likely to discharge by 
climbing on the table, hitting a sibling, or spilling the sugar (see 
page 251). So, download age-appropriate apps that are about 
coloring, sorting, counting, spelling, or practicing writing 
skills and let them “play.” Don't make the mistake of putting 
movies on the tablet, though, since children are more likely to 
go for the movies (passive) and ignore the apps (interactive). 
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Does violence in games or movies affect 

a child’s brain and mind? 

It’s often hard to find a movie without violence; even children’s 
movies and cartoons marked appropriate for any audience have 
plenty. By the time a child is 18 years old, she has seen 
16,000 murders on the screen.3* Some teenagers actually 
developed post-traumatic stress from exposure to violent or 
scary scenes on TV since the memory of a disturbing movie 
can be laid down in the brain in the same way as that of a 
traumatic event in real life, and this often shows up as 
troubled behavior. With as little as three months’ high 
exposure to violent video games, school-aged children in one 
study showed increased aggressive feelings and actions toward 
other children, manifesting as punching or kicking, getting 
into fights, arguments with teachers, and poor performance in 
school.” The violent actions in the games trigger reward 
chemicals in the brain at levels similar to those taking 
amphetamines. This adrenaline rush is potentially addictive.” 


So what is the best overall approach? 
Interactive screen time is good and bad for the developing 
brain. The message, as always, is moderation. Keep to a limit 
of no more than two hours screen time a day (consoles, 
tablets, and TV/DVDs combined). That said, don’t get overly 
anxious about it. Screen time is just one influence in a 
child’s life. When choosing how long and what game, think 
about what else your child is doing each day, and in particular 
how much quality together time she has had with you. 

Time spent on screen steals time from all the bonding and 
brain developing activities and together times described in 
this book. So an important consideration is the ratio of screen 
time to all the other imaginative, physical, and relational play 
time in the child’s life that is so key for brain development 
and bonding. Finally, try out a computer game first to check if 
it’s good and not too hard, too boring, or violent. That way 
you can also help your child if she gets stuck or frustrated. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Research has found that excessive 
gaming can have the following effects: 
e It disrupts a child’s daily routines. 
For example, children were observed 
sleeping during the day and gaming at 
night, eating irregular meals, and 
having poor hygiene. The children 
were irritable, aggressive, and violent 
when family members asked them 

to stop playing. 

« Anxiety, social phobia, and school 
performance worsened in teenagers 
who became game addicts (those 
who are gaming for more than four 
hours a day). If they stopped gaming, 
depression, anxiety, and social phobia 
decreased and school performance 
improved. 

« There's evidence of adverse brain 
changes. Teenagers who were playing 
on average 10 hours of online video 
games per day for nearly three years 
showed chronic social, emotional, and 
cognitive dysfunction. Their frontal 
lobes showed structural abnormalities 
and a reduction in gray matter. 


“(For some teenagers... 
video games feel like a 
better world to be in 
than the... story line that 
is the player’s real life. ?? 
Professor Susan Greenfield 
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The impact of bullying 


There are those who argue that bullying is not in the same league as child 
abuse. But when you look at the long-term effects of severe psychological 
stress, be it the misuse of power by one child against another or an adult 
bullying a child in the name of discipline, it is clear they are much the same. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


If you suspect your child is being 
bullied, watch out for an obsession 
with war, fighting, and bombing in his 
play, to the exclusion of all else. Many 
boys enjoy these activities, but it is 
the intensity of the fighting and its 
repetition throughout the day that 
can be a concern. When a child has a 
consuming obsession with fighting and 
war play, it can indicate an attempt at 
defense against unmanageable feelings 
of fear and living in a world that has 
failed him in terms of “making the 
bullying stop.” 

Your child may move into being 
a bully himself. This is a kind of last- 
ditch defense. It's a defense of “if you 
can’t beat them, join them.” 


Long-term consequences 

The problem is that in the early years of life, the human brain 
molds itself to adapt to its environment. So, amazingly and 
tragically, the brain of the bullied child can start to actually 
alter itself to be more suited to living in a bullying world 

(see also pages 166-67). This can result in hypervigilance 
(always being on guard), reptilian brain fight-or-flight defense 
mechanisms, and overactive RAGE or FEAR systems in 

the lower, or mammalian, brain. 

In some children, it results in emotional coldness and 
underactive social-emotion systems in the lower brain. As 
with other forms of distress, such as prolonged crying in 
childhood (see pages 34-63), frequent childhood experiences 
of high stress levels, and stressful relationships, where the 
child is not comforted to regain a state of calm, can bring 
about a permanent overreactivity in key stress response 
systems in the child’s brain. Moreover, living with intense fear 
from being bullied at home and/or at school over a prolonged 
period can start to show itself in actual alterations to key 
structures in the brain, such as the amygdala (see page 19). 
After bullying, this part of the brain can become oversensitive 
and therefore overreact to minor stressors, treating them as if 
they are big threats. It’s called “fear kindling,” which means 
that fear can become an ingrained part of the child’s 
personality. Other studies with bullied children have shown 
lack of activation in the amygdala, resulting in lack of 
response to another's fear.“ 
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Bullying can seriously impact a child’s social 
confidence and result in brain changes 

We have known for a long time that there are likely to 

be psychological scars from being bullied, but there has 
usually been hope for recovery—the belief that, with help 
and support, a bullied child can quickly recover. But now the 
advancement of brain scans shows a far bleaker picture. They 
reveal actual structural and enduring biochemical changes in 
the brain of the child who has suffered the intense relational 
stress of psychological abuse. In short, there can be a real cost 
to the brain itself. In the UK, around 46 percent of children 
and young people have been bullied, and in 2013 almost 
45,000 children called the Childline hotline to talk about it.* 
Clearly, as a society, we are aware and concerned, but 
arguably when we look at the scans that reveal how being 


bullied can change a child’s brain, we are not worried enough. 


(( Fear can become 
an ingrained part 
of the child’s 
personality. ?? 


(| hate what 
they do”? 


When bullying is subtle, it may pass 
unnoticed. Whispering and name calling, 
ostracizing and isolating can cause just 
as much distress and long-term damage 
to a child's brain as physical assaults. 

So parents and teachers need to be 
watchful for signs (see page 168). School 
days are long, and no child should have to 
spend her waking hours in a state of fear. 
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The brain legacy of bullying 


For many children who have been bullied, you can see both “fight” and “flight” 
responses in their day-to-day behavior. A child may develop a dislike of school, or 
start bed-wetting or having other physical symptoms. Scientists have also found a 
number of worrying changes in the brains of bullied children. 


¢ Cell death and/or a reduced activation in the anterior 
cingulate gyrus. This area helps moderate the fear response 
in the brain. It is key to our capacity for empathy. 

« Long-term alterations in brain circuits and systems that 


deal with managing stress well. A child can develop an | 3 
overreactive stress response system in the brain, resulting ; Gi 
in her being impulsive, aggressive, and/or anxious frequently. sa 

« Long-term changes to the adrenaline systems in the brain. 2 — | 
Too much noradrenaline and adrenaline washing over the The effects of bullying can be seen in EEG 


brain can make you feel anxious and unable to think clearly. —_'""¢8latities in the frontal and temporal 
: eens : g brain regions. These regions are vital for 

« Decrease in blood flow and impairment in the “cerebellar the management of stress and the 

vermis” in the brain stem. This area controls some of the regulation! ofintense feelings 

production and release of noradrenaline and dopamine. 

Abnormalities here have been associated with ADHD (see 

page 111), depression, and impaired attention. This area also 

helps regulate electrical activity in the brain, so when it’s not 


functioning well, more aggression and irritability can result. 


Prolonged stress can cause a reduction 
in the size of the hippocampus and the 
amygdala. The hippocampus is very 
important in memory function, and 
maltreated people score lower on verbal 
memory tests. A reduction in the left 
amygdala is associated with depression, 
irritability, or hostility. 
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The corpus callosum (shown as a pink 
band in the center of this brain scan) acts 
as the main information pathway between 
the right and left brain (see page 18). 
American psychiatrist Martin Teicher found 
that the corpus callosum was, in some 
cases, 40 percent smaller in children who 
had suffered from psychological abuse. 
“We are finding that psychological abuse 

is devastating... It is not something people 
can just get over and then get on with their 
lives."*7 Affected children can suffer from 
manic shifts in mood states. 


anterior cingulate gyrus 


frontal lobe 


amygdala 


hippocampus 


The GABA system (see page 44) calms 
electrical excitability in the brain. When this 
system is not working properly, a child can 
feel unsafe in the world and live in a state 
of alarm.® 


cerebellar vermis 
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Bully-proof your child 


Both in school and at home, there are measures that can help protect children 
from being bullied or becoming bullies. As parents, you can boost your child’s 
self-defenses by helping her develop emotional strength, a lively personality 
that responds warmly to others, and friendship skills that will last her for life. 


Some children who have been bullied suffer 
from post-traumatic stress disorder. The core 
arousal system in the brain stem is grossly 
affected. Children can have problems with 
sleeping, eating, and breathing, and suffer 
from headaches and other symptoms. 
Children like this do not feel safe enough 

to learn, and schoolwork is often badly 
affected. Therapy and counseling can 

help enormously. 


What schools can do 

When it comes to looking for an appropriate school, although 
you cannot eliminate all risks of bullying, there are certain 
things that can guide your choice. If the principal is a very 
warm person, this is a good indicator. There should also be a 
watertight and highly effective policy on bullying. Many 
people in the US think we are good at dealing with child- 
protection issues. I would argue that where bullying in 
schools is concerned we are failing very badly. 


Some schools say that they can’t properly police 
the playground or that they don’t have the staff 
If all schools knew the true effects of bullying on the brain 
of a child, I think there might be a shift in concern both at 
school and at government level. I would put CCTV cameras 
in every school playground (where most bullying occurs). 
Some would argue this is an infringement of children’s rights, 
yet surely we have a duty to protect every child from the 
brain damage and often life-long psychological scars that 
can result from bullying, with all its unbearable feelings of 
impotence, loneliness, and often terror. 

Some schools do appreciate the urgency of putting in place 
effective bullying policies with an absolute zero tolerance. If 
every school is to ensure against damaging the brains they are 
supposed to be developing, bullying at school has to stop, 
whatever the costs to the government in terms of extra staffing. 
Be especially wary of relatives, teachers, or friends who fail 


I've found out that my child is being bullied 
regularly. What can | do? 


If your child has suffered from bullying that is persistent rather than being stopped promptly, 
consider getting him therapy or counseling. (For organizations that provide it, see Useful 
addresses, page 297.) Children are good at acting as if they are just fine, while hiding feelings of 
fear and impotence. Many adults still reel from the hurt of being bullied years ago. Research 
shows that the effects of bullying, such as changes in the corpus callosum (the nerve fibers 
connecting the two halves of the brain), can be partly repaired by activities such as learning to 
play the piano, which helps to integrate right and left brain processing.” 
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children by minimizing bullying, saying something like 
“they're only teasing” or “boys will be boys,” 


What you can do at home 

Some forms of discipline, such as yelling, shaming, and 
hitting (see page 222), are bullying by other names. Keep an 
eye on your own methods of dealing with difficult behavior, 
and confront your partner and relatives if you think their 
treatment of your child comes close to bullying. 


Hold back criticism and give lots of praise 

If parents keep criticizing their child and giving no praise, she 
will become acclimatized to living in a bullying world. If, in 
other words, they keep “hitting” their child with words, and 
that child is then bullied at school, she can very easily move 
into thinking, “I deserve this. I’m a loser,’ or, “This is normal; 
the world is so harsh.” A child who has known a warm, kind 
world at home can move far more effectively into asking for 
help. This child is far more likely to have an attitude of, “This 
is not okay; I am a valued and special person. I deserve to be 
treated well? You can do a lot to help a child realize that she 
has a right to feel safe and empower her to assert her rights. 


Take sibling fighting very seriously 

The contribution of sibling fighting to bullying in schools 

is vastly underrated.5° When a young child is hurt by her 
sibling, she hasn't yet developed the frontal lobe capacities to 
reflect on her emotional experiences. She may simply cut off 
from her pain and move into fight-or-flight impulses. This 
can result in her hurting another child at school, and so a 
bully is made. Parenting has a great deal of influence on the 
development of this type of personality. Helping siblings talk 
to each other about conflicts, modeling how to do this, being 
there while they talk, offering empathy for both points of 
view, and helping them negotiate, can be crucial, since it 
won't come naturally to your children. 


Key points 


¢ The capacity for meaningful 
relationships deepened over time 
is key for physical and mental 
health and long-term happiness. 


¢ Good parenting can develop 

your child's social intelligence, 

including the ability to relate to 
others and have a capacity for 

compassion and empathy. 


¢ Limit the amount of screen 
time your child has and balance 
it with times for imaginative and 
physical play and together times 
that develop social intelligence. 


¢ Bullying and sibling abuse can 
have long-term damaging effects 
on the brain and must be taken 
very seriously by parents, 
teachers, and caregivers. 


¢ Help your child to avoid bullying 
(as bully or victim) by building 
her confidence and social skills, 
and if it happens act immediately. 


behaving bacly 


All parents experience challenging behavior from 
their children at some time. This chapter is all 
about empowering parents with the scientific and 
psychological explanations for bad behavior. It also 
focuses on temper tantrums—a time when most 
parents feel that they could use practical help. 
Some child-behavior specialists advise ignoring 

a tantrum, but this is not always the best advice. 
In this chapter, | will explain why looking only at 

a child’s behavior, rather than at his distress levels 


and his needs, can fail a child. 
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Why children behave badly 


When your child is behaving badly, he is not just a bundle of naughtiness— 
although it may feel like this at times. He is a little person with highly complex 
emotional reactions, and psychological and physiological needs. What’s more, 
if we reduce everything to a matter of behavior, we can much too easily forget 
to think about what’s causing the behavior. 


«i Children can be Parents can do a great deal to prevent their children from 
difficult when they behaving badly. This chapter aims to empower parents by 
are hun gry because explaining what is going on inside a child’s head when he 

‘ is behaving badley and how parents can help to avoid or 
hun ger disru pts resolve troublesome episodes. It shows how, when addressing 


their hormones. challenging behavior, we need to keep in mind a child’s 
feelings and relationship issues as well as just the behavior. 
Whenever your child is behaving badly it is due to one or 
more of the following six reasons, and knowing what they 
are will help you to respond to your child appropriately. 


just angry”? 


When a child is being behaving badly, it 
can be difficult to think about why. 
Children are highly complex beings, yet 
they do not have the maturity to 
communicate these feelings effectively. 
This can lead to outbursts of bad 
behavior. If you take time to talk to your 
child about her behavior, in an attempt to 
understand the underlying causes, her 
real feelings often come out, and you can 
find a creative way to resolve the situation. 
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Reason one: fatigue and hunger 
Children often behave badly when they have an unmet 
physical need for sleep or food. Consuming certain foods 
or drink may also play havoc with their brains and bodies. 

Research shows that sleep deprivation is associated with 
imbalances in the autonomic nervous system (see page 44), 
which regulates bodily arousal. When this system is balanced, 
natural calming mechanisms come into play to help stabilize 
mood. When we are short of sleep, these mechanisms may 
no longer function well and the arousal branch of the system 
is left in the driver’s seat, often tipping the child into states 
of overarousal.' 

Sleep loss also intensifies negative emotions when we are 
under stress. In addition, it can cause imbalances in blood 
sugar levels, with consequent effects on mood—including 
aggression, anxiety, and depression.” 


But you can’t blame fatigue for everything 

Because it’s easier to look for a physical cause for bad 
behavior than it is to reflect on the complexities of emotional 
and Seapati 3 needs, aay parents too canny blame fatigue Guhiavion dt prtrserbestlant 
when their child is behaving badly. If the child is not tired improves a child's academic 
and is feeling awful for another reason, this incorrect performance, psychological 
labeling means a painful experience of misunderstanding well-being, and behavior. When 
or the child and the missing of an opportunity for real children who didn’t eat breakfast 


‘ started eating it, they had a far 
resolution of the problem. more stable mood for the rest 


of the day.? 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Research shows that missing 
breakfast can result in hyperactive 


The hunger monster plays havoc with the brain 
Children can be difficult when they are hungry because 
hunger disrupts their hormones. If your child’s blood sugar 
level falls too low, his body will respond by releasing stress 
hormones from the adrenal glands. These hormones include 
cortisol and adrenaline, which are designed to raise blood 
sugar levels. However, the strong activation of adrenaline and 
cortisol means that your child may then suffer from any of 
the following: anxiety, agitation, aggression, feelings of panic, 
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“(Chocolate and 
candy eaten on an 
empty stomach send 
a child’s sugar levels 


sky high. ?? 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Research on infants shows that 

DHA (one of the omega 3 fatty acids) 
from fish oil is essential for normal 
brain development, thinking, and 
concentration. It also boosts serotonin 
levels. One study shows that low levels 
of DHA were associated with more: 

© temper tantrums 

sleep problems 

© behavior problems 

e learning problems.5 


and confusion. These painful feelings may be discharged 
in a temper tantrum. 

Low blood sugar (technically known as hypoglycemia) 
also deprives the brain of glucose, which can lead to out-of- 
control behavior, similar to the way people behave under 
the influence of alcohol. 


Sugar in candy may cause bad behavior 
Candy eaten on an empty stomach, instead of with a real meal 
(or eaten without the presence of adequate protein), send a 
child’s sugar levels sky high. The child gets an energy boost 
within 10-15 minutes, but then, because blood sugar levels 
rise too high, insulin kicks in to drop the blood sugar back to 
safe levels. After about 30 minutes, the child experiences a 
dramatic drop in blood sugar that is lower than before he ate 
the candy. This can lead to hypoglycemia, which in turn leads 
to aggression, anxiety, and hyperactive behavior such as 
rushing around and climbing on things.‘ 

This same child can play very well for some time if he eats 
a real meal, which boosts levels of the mood-stabilizing 
chemical serotonin in his brain. If you do give your child 
snacks, a piece of toast with honey or a banana is better than 
chocolate. These foods will not cause a dramatic drop in 
blood sugar, and they also raise levels of serotonin. 


Food additives can impact the brain 

Children are particularly vulnerable to food additives because 
their bodies and brains are so immature. Some additives reduce 
levels of dopamine and noradrenaline in the brain, resulting 
in hyperactive behavior in some children. So, if your child has 
just had an ice cream or a soft drink, and starts being 
hyperactive, you'll know why. Look for: 

« FD&C Yellow No.6, used in some cookies, is carcinogenic 
when fed to animals. 

e FD&C Red No.3, used in some candies, is also a dopamine 
and norepinephrine inhibitor, and can lead to a loss of 


concentration and behavior such as ADHD (see page 106). 

« Caramel color is added to some soft drinks and chips. 

« Benzoates and parabens are used in some soft drinks, jelly, 
and salad dressing, and are linked to asthma and childhood 
hyperactivity. 

« Sulfites (including sulfur dioxide) are in some desserts, 
cookies, and fruit juices. 

« Nitrates are added to some cheeses and cured meats. They 
cause headaches and are linked to cancer in human studies. 
« Sweeteners are added to some soft drinks and sweet foods. 
They can reduce levels of tryptophan, which is vital for the 
brain to make the mood-stabilizing chemical serotonin. Low 
tryptophan levels are linked to both hyperactive and 
aggressive behavior® 


BEHAVING BADLY 177 


(lm being 
hyperactive! ”? 


Food additives in processed foods such 
as cookies, candies, and soft drinks can 
have mood-altering effects on a child’s 
brain and are common triggers of bad 
behavior. Sometimes this is the reason 
why children’s parties end with at least 
one overexcited child in tears. Try to 
choose appealing, healthy alternatives 
that are low in additives, artifical food 
coloring, and sugar. 


“(Children are 
particularly vulnerable 
to food additives 
because their bodies 
and brains are 

so immature. )? 
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Reason two: an undeveloped 


emotional brain 
( Youn g children can’t Children are sometimes criticized for bad behavior that they 
natural ly inhibit their simply can't be held responsible for, because their emotional 
p rimitive im pu Ises brains are too iesmniatiins for ten to behave better. In young 
children, the higher brain is still underdeveloped, so they 
to run around and can't naturally inhibit their primitive impulses to lash out, or 
climb on things. u run around and climb on things all the time. 

There is a lot of unfair punishment due to a lack of 
understanding about immature brains. In a 2012 survey in 
the UK by the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Children: 
¢ More than 40 percent of parents admitted to physically 
punishing or hitting a child in the past year; about 67 percent 
had threatened spanking. 


“(1 feel really 


There are many reasons why a child 
may behave badly at preschool or day 
care. Fatigue and hunger may play a part, 
but there may be emotional reasons, 
too. Difficulties at home can have 

a dramatic influence on a child’s 
relationships with her peer group 

and with caregivers and teachers. 


« Around 77 percent of parents yelled at their children.” 
Some people lash out in anger at a baby or toddler, because 
they think the child is deliberately being naughty. In other 
words, they read intention into what the child is doing. Many 
previous generations of parents have subscribed to the view 
that to “give in” to a crying baby will “spoil” him or that 
children can have their parents “wrapped around their little 
finger.” However, we now know that a baby’s or young child’s 
brain isn't developed enough to have clearly defined thoughts 
about manipulating adults (see box, right). 


Reason three: psychological hungers 
The three psychological hungers—for stimulation, recognition, 
and structure—were originally defined by a psychologist called 
Eric Berne. He found that, over time, if one or more of these 
hungers remains unsatisfied, people can become emotionally 
unwell and even, in the long term, be affected by mental and 
physical health problems.® 


Understimulation is a pain in the brain 

The brain registers understimulation as stress. To change 
this painful state, people will do something to increase their 
arousal state and to change the chemical state in the brain. 
Adults, for example, may turn on the radio or go out for a 
walk; infants may start head banging; children might start 
running around screaming. Because children have fewer 
resources than adults, the stimulation they choose is often 
aggressive, noisy, or destructive—such as hitting a sibling or 
pouring juice all over the table. Part of stimulation hunger is 
incident hunger. Again, if a child is not experiencing enough 
incidents, he will make his own, perhaps by fighting with his 
brother or throwing a temper tantrum (see pages 182-83). 


Recognition hunger makes a child seek attention 
Recognition hunger is the genetically programmed human 
need for attention, which means having an impact on 
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There is a chemical system in the 
frontal lobes of the brain called the 
glutamate system, which enables us 
to have clearly defined thoughts and 
intentions—including destructive 
ones. The glutamate system is not 
properly established in babies and 
young children, which means that 
they lack the sophistication to be 
deliberately naughty or manipulative. 
Some parents mistakenly interpret 
behavior that results from immature 
brain chemistry as rudeness or 
defiance, and they respond by 
punishing the baby or child. The 
glutamate system starts to develop 
during the first year of life. 


frontal lobes 


An MRI scan of a baby’s head shows 
the cerebrum (yellow), the main part 

of the brain. The glutamate system is 

very undeveloped in a newborn baby's 
frontal lobes. 
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“(Children need lots of 
attention for healthy 
brain development. )? 


CONSIDER THIS... 


We are all attention seeking, but 
children especially need lots of 
attention for the healthy development 
of their brains, and they are generally 
far more overt about their recognition 
needs than many adults. Children 
don't know about the psychology of 
recognition hunger, but they soon 
discover that bad behavior guarantees 
getting attention. 


someone in a way that makes them respond. We all have a 
fundamental psychological need to feel that we can have an 
impact on the world, because, “If I have an impact, I know 
that I exist.” If a child feels that good behavior does not 
impact his parent, he resorts to bad behavior instead. 

Bad behavior that stems from recognition hunger comes 
from an inner scream of “Please don't ignore me.” If your child 
thinks the only way to get your attention is to be behave 
badly or scream or cry, then that is what he will do. Of 
course, for all children good attention is better than angry 
attention, but if angry attention is all that is available then this 
is what children will seek. 


Structure hunger can lead to bad behavior 
We all have a psychological need for structure. Lack of 
structure can make adults feel depressed, anxious, or angry 
or lose focus and meaning. A society without structure is 
an extremely fertile ground for bad behavior. Without the 
structure of rules and the law, we would have a breakdown 
in civilization. It’s just the same with children. They need 
the structure of clear house rules and clear routines. 

Think of the structureless time for a child of waiting in 
a line or following you around a store. Your child suddenly 
becomes quite trying. But when you do some structured 
activity with him, you have a great child! 


Reason four: needing help with 

a big feeling 

Sometimes children behave badly because they are discharging 
tension from a very painful emotion. They may be angry or 
frustrated with someone; they may be being bullied at school 
or jealous of attention being paid to a sibling; they may be 
struggling with some event, such as the loss of a relative, a 
friend, or a pet. A big painful feeling activates stress chemicals 
in a child’s brain and body, so ear-piercing outbursts are often 
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a child’s way of relieving tension. A child does not have the 
words to express his emotions, so he vents his feelings in a 
scream or a shout. Some parents immediately punish their 
child for this rather than treating it as a cry for help. If we help 
children with their painful feelings (disappointment, jealousy, 
loss, frustration) rather than criticizing them for their lower- 
brain triggered emotional outbursts, we can help their higher 
brain develop the nerve pathways essential for naturally 
regulating such feelings.’ 


Reason five: picking up on your stress 
A child’s behavior is often a barometer of parental stress, 
depression, anger, or grief. Persistent screaming and raging 
in a child can be a way of discharging his parents’ emotions. 
Parenting is one of the most stressful jobs there is, and the 
more stressed you are, the more likely your children are to 
behave badly. Why? The right prefrontal part of a child’s brain 
can pick up emotional atmospheres in milliseconds. Just as 
some dogs are susceptible to the emotions of their owners, 
children are deeply affected on a bodily and emotional level 
by stress or unhappiness in their family. If you are relaxed, 
the chances are your child will be calm. If the atmosphere at 


) ‘ 
home is tense, your child can be quite difficult." a Yo ure be in 5 


y) 
Reason six: you activate the wrong awful 
part of your child’s brain One of the main reasons why children 


behave badly is because the way a parent 
Your way of relating to your child may be activating the wrong _ js relating to a child is activating the 


part of his brain. For example, if you yell and issue endless wrong part of a child’s brain. You will 
commands—“Do this, don't do that”—you could be have an aula bine with your child if 
unwittingly activating the primitive RAGE and FEAR systems on actin 
deep in the lower, or mammalian, part of his brain (see page (see page 31). You can have adelightful 
19). By contrast, lots of play, laughter, and cuddling are likely _ time if you activate her lower brain 

to activate the brain’s PLAY system and CARE system. These — CARE (attachment), PLAY, or SEEKING 
systems trigger the release of wonderful calming opioids. So systems (see page 30). 


presto, you have a calm, contented child." 
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Temper tantrums 


Intense storms of feeling, temper tantrums usually happen because a child’s higher 
brain is not sufficiently developed to deal with powerful feelings in more socially 
acceptable ways. As we will see, many tantrums are the result of genuine emotional 
pain, which should be taken seriously: the pain of impotence, deep frustration, 
loss, disappointment, and feeling misunderstood. Only some tantrums are 
primarily motivated by a desire to have control over a parent. 


(d There are two Because of their intensity, temper tantrums are often not 
types of tantrums only frightening to the child himself, but also leave the parent 
and each needs a feeling lacking in skills, helpless, overwhelmed, or ready to 

”) explode. This is particularly true when parents’ own intense 


specific response. 


feelings were not handled well in their childhood. It can be 

a real art for a parent to manage their own feelings during a 
child’s tantrum. It’s vital that the whole thing doesn’t turn into 
a matter of winners and losers, but instead involves a parent 
staying calm and thinking of rational or creative ways to 
manage the child's feelings. 


Conflict with parents over food and eating Being strapped in a car seat or high chair Getting dressed restricts a child’s 
accounts for around 17 percent of toddler can activate the lower brain’s RAGE system, movements in much the same way as 
tantrums. The reasons are often complex and accounts for more than 11 percent of being put in a stroller, and accounts 


(see page 205). tantrums. for about 11 percent of tantrums. 
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Why tantrums are important 
Temper tantrums are key times for brain sculpting. This is 
because the emotional regulation of a child’s feelings during 
storms of feeling enable him to establish essential brain 
pathways for managing stress and being assertive in later life. 
The too-good child who does not have tantrums may have 
learned early on that when he expressed big feelings, he 
elicited a frightening parental response, and that the price of 
parental love and approval is total compliance. The too-good 
child misses out on the vital brain sculpting that he gets from 
his parents when he expresses big, dramatic feelings. This 
means that when he faces frustration in later life, he may 
respond with angry outbursts or struggle to be assertive. 


Not all tantrums are battles for power 

Many tantrums are about genuine emotional pain. It is a 
mistake to think that rage is always just about control. There 
can be terrible pain in some rage, as, for example, in the rage 
of failing to get your beloved parent to understand something 
that is deeply important to you. 


When faced with a potential conflict, ask yourself ( It’s not fai a ” 
if this is worth fighting over 


Imagine you are two years old and the people in your life cir wnt a cag alaa 


is the “distress” tantrum. It can be 
triggered by strong feelings such as 
mad? Figure out what it is worth fighting about (for example, disappointment, loss, or frustration and 
behavior that is dangerous) and areas where you can give can make the child feel hugely upset. This 
your child some slack. type of tantrum needs sensitive handling, 
and an understanding that the child 
cannot handle these big feelings without 
your help. 


have control over everything you do. Wouldn't it make you 


There are two different types of tantrum 

I call the first type a “distress” tantrum and the second a “Little 
Nero” tantrum (see page 190). It’s important to know what's 
happening to your child’s brain during each type, because 
they require specific responses. You need to move away from 

a child having a Little Nero tantrum, but move toward a child 
having a distress one to provide comfort and solace. 
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Distress tantrums 


A distress tantrum means that one or more of the three alarm systems has been 
very strongly activated. These alarm systems are RAGE, FEAR, and PANIC/ 
GRIEF (see page 29). As a result, your child’s arousal system (see page 40) will be 
way out of balance, with excessively high levels of stress chemicals searing through 


his body and brain. 


CASE STUDY 


A tantrum at breakfast 

James has a distress tantrum because 
the family has run out of his favorite 
breakfast cereal. He is not being bad, 
but he is disappointed. He needs to 
discharge the bodily arousal caused by 
the frustration, and he needs a 
compassionate response. 

James's dad scoops him up in his 
arms and uses understanding words 
that will enable James to start to 
develop stress-regulating systems. This 
approach is more effective than trying 
to reason with a young child. 


Distress tantrums happen because essential brain pathways 
between a child’s higher brain and his lower brain haven't 
developed yet. These brain pathways are necessary to enable 
a child to manage his big feelings. As a parent, your role is 

to soothe your child while he experiences the huge hormonal 
storms in his brain and body. If you get angry with a child 
for having a distress tantrum, he may stop crying, but this 
may mean that the FEAR system in his brain has triggered, 
overriding his PANIC/GRIEF system. Or he may simply have 
shifted into silent crying, which means his level of the stress 
chemical cortisol remains sky high. As we've seen throughout 
this book, uncomforted distress can leave a child with toxic 
levels of stress hormones washing over the brain. 


Children can’t talk or listen well when distressed 
The dramatic brain and body changes of a distress tantrum 
hijack your child’s thinking functions and the verbal centers 

in his higher brain that control the comprehension and 
expression of speech. It is important to understand this 
because trying to talk to your child during a distress tantrum, 
or expecting him to talk about his feelings, is a waste of time. 
All he can do is discharge his emotions. 


A distress tantrum needs sensitive handling 
It is important that you take a genuine distress tantrum 
seriously and meet your child’s pain of loss, frustration, 


or acute disappointment with sympathy and understanding. 
When you do this, you will be helping your child to develop 
vital stress-regulating systems in his higher brain (see pages 
22-24). Repeatedly getting angry with a child’s genuine 
distress can mean that he never develops inhibitory 
mechanisms in his higher brain. Picture a man who often 
loses his temper in a restaurant, or violently kicks a broken 
vending machine—in early life he may have missed out on 
the parenting that would have helped him manage rage." 
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(Your role is to 
soothe...the huge 
hormonal storms in 
his brain and body, ?? 


(C1 ife is 
so terrible”? 


When a child has a “distress” tantrum, you 
can see real anguish in his face. Two-year- 
old Ben, writhing on the floor of a store 
because he had set his heart on shoes 
that did not fit, is in emotional pain. One 
of his brain's alarm systems has triggered, 
and stress chemicals and hormones are 
flooding his body, making him feel awful. 
He needs comfort. 
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“Help me 
handle this”? 


If your child is experiencing a 
distress tantrum, she will need your 
help to quiet down again. If you hold 
her in your arms, your mature bodily 
arousal system (see page 46) will help 
to calm her immature one. 

Speak to her softly, using simple, 
soothing words. Your child will begin 
to feel very safe as she realizes that 
you can help her with her big feelings. 
This will prevent her from becoming 
angry or withdrawing from you. 

When your child feels better, try to 
distract her with something fun, such 
as a toy, or point out something 
interesting nearby. 


Regulating childhood distress is a key task for all 
parents, teachers, and other child-care providers 
Receiving help to manage intense feelings of rage, frustration, 
or distress means that a child can develop the brain pathways 
that enable him to calm himself down when under stress. If 
we don't respond to a genuine distress tantrum and, instead, 
adopt a fixed approach to all tantrums, we lose a vital 
opportunity to sculpt a child’s brain in a positive way. It is 
deeply reassuring to a child to know that an adult can calm 
and understand the volcanic storms that rip through his body 
and brain. It is most disturbing to a child that when he is in 
terrible emotional pain his Mommy gets angry or just walks 
away from him. 


How to handle distress tantrums 

Your role is to give your child a sense of safety, comfort, 

and reassurance when he is having a distress tantrum. 

These techniques can all help to calm your child: 

Use simple, calm actions or provide a simple choice. 

For example, if your child is upset about getting dressed, ask 
him whether he wants to wear his blue or his brown pants. 

« Distraction is a wonderful, often underused technique. 

It activates the SEEKING system (see page 30) in your child’s 
lower brain and makes him feel curious and interested in 
something. It can naturally override the brain's RAGE or 
PANIC/GRIEF systems. It also triggers a high level of 
dopamine, a great positive arousal chemical in the brain, 
which reduces stress and triggers interest and motivation.” 

« Hold your child tenderly. Sometimes it really helps to hold 
a distressed child, but you must feel calm and in control 
yourself. Being next to your calm body will bring his overly 
aroused body and brain systems back into balance and release 
natural, calming oxytocin and opioids. Say simple words such 
as, “I know, I know.’ (Words alone, however, will not strongly 
release these wonderful chemicals.) If his RAGE system has 
been triggered as well as his PANIC/GRIEF system, and he is 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


It is very common for children to 
have nightmares after they have 
had a distress tantrum during 
the day. Intense feelings may 
well be symbolized by monsters 
in the nightmare. 


“(We are deeply 
feeling and deeply 
biological creatures... 
we must come to 
terms with the 
biological sources 

of the human spirit. ?? 
Professor Jaak Panksepp 


TRY THIS... 


Getting a young child dressed can be 
a common area of conflict. Offering 
your child a choice, or engaging her 
brain with a distraction, can make the 
process less stressful for both of you. 
If you try to hurry a child, a scenario 
along the following lines is all too 
likely to occur: 

Parent: “Time to get dressed, please.” 
Molly: “No.” 

Parent: “Come on. It’s time to go out.” 
Molly: “Won't! No! No! No!” 

The RAGE systems in both the 
child's and mother’s lower brains are 
triggered as cascades of terrible 
hormones and stress chemicals flood 
out. Before this turns into a tantrum, 
try activating a child's frontal lobe by 
giving her something to think about. 
Offer her a choice. So instead of 
saying, “Time to get dressed,” try, “Do 
you want to wear a dress or 
pants today?” 

You could also try distraction as 
you get your child dressed. Point 
out a toy, or sing a song, using a 
lovely, playful tone of voice. This 
engages your child's higher brain 
and makes the whole process 
much more enjoyable. 


throwing things around the room or hitting or biting, you 
will need to use the correct holding technique (see page 237). 
¢ Sometimes a child will feel safe and contained just by you 
sitting down calmly next to him and talking gently. Some 
children find this preferable to being held, since it allows 
them the freedom to move. 

« Don't use the time-out technique. You wouldn't walk away 
from your best friend or send her to a time-out room if she 
was writhing and sobbing on the floor, so this is certainly not 
appropriate for tantrumming children, who have far fewer 
emotional resources than adults. Putting a child in distress in 
time-out would also mean missing a vital opportunity for 
rage and distress regulation and establishing effective stress- 
regulating systems in the brain. 

« Avoid putting a child in a room by himself during a 
distress tantrum. Although the child may stop vocal crying, 
he may continue to cry internally—something that research 
shows is more worrying. Whereas crying out loud is a 
request for help, silent, internal crying is a sign that the child 
has lost faith that help will come. In some people, this tragic 
loss of faith can stay for life. 

¢ Remind yourself that a child’s distress is genuine. A 
two-year-old who is screaming because his sibling has grabbed 
his toy car is not just making a fuss. Research shows that a 
sense of loss activates the pain centers in the brain, causing an 
agonizing opioid withdrawal.'> Because young children have 
been in the world for only a few years, they don't have a clear 
perspective on life. As adults, we have a backdrop of events 
and experiences that tell us that the loss of a toy car is a minor 
disappointment. But for a young child this loss can mean 
everything. If a child is repeatedly punished for grief-fueled 
tantrums (grief often includes rage), the lesson he learns is, 
“Mommy cannot manage or understand my grief” As a result, 
he is likely to cut off from feelings of hurt because they are no 
longer safe to have. This has consequences for how a child 
manages his feelings in adulthood. 


It feels as if I’m giving in when | distract 
her with a game. Am | “spoiling” her and 
encouraging more tantrums? 


Starting a game of patty-cake or launching into a song is a very good way of 
distracting a toddler who is building up to a tantrum. Research shows that distraction 
can work very well at this stage, whereas it often doesn’t once a child is deep into 

a full-blown distress state."® 


Using distraction to avert a tantrum is not “spoiling” your child. Young children do not 
have an adult perspective on life, and not being able to do or have something they 
want can activate a full-blown PANIC/GRIEF reaction. Throwing a tantrum is not 
naughty, but is a result of immaturity. As a parent, you need to use compassion and 
understanding to help your child manage her feelings. 
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Little Nero tantrums 


The Little Nero tantrum is very different from the distress tantrum in that 

it is about the desire to control and manipulate. A child having a Little Nero 
tantrum doesn't experience or show the anguish, desperation, and panic that 
characterizes the distress tantrum, and he doesn't have stress chemicals 


flooding his brain and body. 


The brain activity during a distress 
tantrum is very different from that 
in a Little Nero tantrum. During a 
distress tantrum, your child can’t 
think or speak rationally because 
his higher brain functions are 
hijacked by the primitive emotional 
systems in his lower brain. By 
contrast, a child who is having a 
Little Nero tantrum is using his 
higher brain to produce behavior 
that is calculated and deliberate. 


During a Little Nero tantrum 
the higher brain is engaged 


During a distress 
tantrum the lower brain 
is activated 


A Little Nero tantrum is about a child trying to get what he 
wants—attention, a particular toy, or food—through bullying 
his parents into submission. A child who has frequent Little 
Nero tantrums has learned that yelling and screaming 
produce results: “If I cry and scream, I know that eventually 
Ill get that chocolate bar” 

Children who have Little Nero tantrums need to learn 
that they can’t always receive the gratification they want at 
the time they want it, and that it’s not okay to bully or control 
people to get what they want in life. 


The problems of giving in 

If you reward frequent Little Nero tantrums by giving in 
to your child’s demands, you are in danger of setting up 

a trigger-happy RAGE system in your child’s brain. This is 
because the mere experience of rage without the capacity 
for reasoned thinking can result in rage becoming a part 
of your child’s personality.” 

Some children, whose Little Nero tantrums have not 
been handled well, not only win the battle at two years old, 
but are still winning at six, eight, and ten years old. They 
then grow up to be power-seeking, bullying adults who think 
they can rule the roost at work and at home. Such people are 
developmentally arrested—Little Nero two year olds in adult 
bodies—and they can bring abject misery to the people who 
have to live with them or work with them. 
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((Cive me 
what | want— 
now!) 


A Little Nero tantrum is very different 
from a distress tantrum. There is usually 
an absence of tears and the child is able 
to articulate her demands, and to argue 
when you say “no.” A child uses this 
type of tantrum because she has learned 
that it will get her what she wants. The 
more you reward this type of tantrum 
with attention and giving her what she 
wants, the more she will continue to 
adopt this behavior. This can train 

your child to become a bully in later 

life (see page 222). 
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(Vell that 
didn’t work! ”? 


If you ignore a Little Nero tantrum, 
you are helping your child to develop 
important social skills. It is essential 
that you do not humiliate your child, 
though; he should lose the battle 
gracefully and with dignity. Reward 
your child with your attention as 
soon as his behavior improves. 


Techniques for handling little- 

tyrant tantrums 

Little Nero rages need a very different type of response from 
a distress tantrum. The following key techniques will help 
you, rather than your two-year-old, to be the one in charge. 

« Don't give your child an audience. A Little Nero tantrum 
must be a solo performance. If you are absolutely sure your 
child is not having a distress tantrum, simply walk out of 
the room. If you ignore a child’s Little Nero tantrums, he 
will stop. It’s no fun if there is no-one watching. 

« Don’t try to reason, argue with, or persuade your child. 
Attention and words reward his negative behavior. 

¢ Don’t “kiss it better.” This approach gives your child the 
message, “If you go into a rage, I will give you lots of love.” 

« Don't negotiate. If you do, you are rewarding controlling, 
angry behavior. If a child discovers that rage works well in 
manipulating his parents, he may continue to use it in his 
adult life. Consider the following nightmare. You've always 
rewarded your child’s demand to control you with attention. 
Now, at 16, he is still hitting you and kicking doors, but since 
he’s bigger than you, you can't just put him in his room. 

« Give clear, firm “no’s” and try to manage your own rage. 
No human being likes feeling controlled. 

¢ Deal firmly with your child’s commands. Give a clear, firm 
message about commands being unacceptable as a way of 
getting what you want. For example, if your child is yelling 
and screaming for a cookie, try saying, “I’m very happy to 
talk with you about what you would like when your voice is 
as quiet as mine.” Then continue with what you were doing 
until your child is calmer and says “please.” Pay absolutely no 
attention to your child while he is using control and 
dominance as a way of requesting something. Continuing any 
conversation with him while he is still issuing you with 
commands rewards his rage and power-seeking behavior, and 
goes one step further toward setting up a hot temper 

as a personality trait. 


¢ Give information about social charm. This works better 
with an older child, whose higher brain is more developed. 
You could say, “If you order people to do something, they 
wont want to help you. So if you want something, can you 
think of a way of asking that will unlock my kind feelings? 

If you need help with that, let me know.’ Or try a really light 
and clear response, “Hey, Alex, that really won't work for me” 
¢ Use humor and play when appropriate. This can deflate 

a Little Nero’s power bubble. Mirror him back to himself. 
The underlying message is that your child will not get away 
with a “power over” transaction with you. Try something like, 
“You really do want to boss me around, don't you? Let's do it 
together to this can of peas. ‘Can of peas—get me that cookie 
now! Or, I know, let’s boss the toothbrush around... come here 
toothbrush!” By now, your child will be looking at you as if 
you are crazy. But the ploy serves to upstage him, stop him in 
his tracks, move you both into the realm of humor and play 
(whether he likes it or not), and mirror him back to himself. 
It will also show that you do not take bullying seriously. 

« Distinguish between a Little Nero tantrum and a distress 
tantrum. Sometimes this is difficult because one slips into the 
other. Obviously, you should never reward statements such 
as, “Go to the store to get me white bread NOW, but if he 
moves into a grief reaction when you say “no” (and you 

sense the pain is genuine rather than a magnificent act) he 
will need help with his feelings. The message you need to give 
your child is, “I don’t respond to commands, but I will help 
you if you are in pain.” All mammals, including human 
infants, are genetically programmed to react with rage if 

they don’t receive an anticipated reward, and do not have 

the frontal lobe development to override these feelings. 

« Playful parenting is far more effective than punishing 
parenting. Punishing parenting triggers stress hormones, 
which shift children into defensive states of rage, fear, or 
shame. Playful parenting activates antianxiety and 
antiaggression hormones, so children are not interested in 


CASE STUDY 


Out of control Emma 

When Emma didn't get her own way, 
she would scream, kick, cry, and 
throw herself on the floor. She was 
often bossy, saying things like, “Don’t 
go out, stay with me.” She deliberately 
damaged her doll because she 
wanted a new one. Emma’s mother 
tried to reason and plead with her— 
the worst response to Little Nero 
behavior. Emma got worse. When 
she began to pull light fixtures off the 
wall to make her mother do what she 
wanted, Emma was referred to 

a therapist. Her mother confessed 
that although she loved Emma, she 
didn’t like her any more. 

Emma was very well-behaved at 
school. When asked why she was so 
different at school, she said, “You aren't 
allowed to be naughty at school.” When 
Emma's mother went to parenting 
classes, she learned how to set clear 
boundaries and consequences. At nine, 
Emma lost a two-year-long battle—but 
better late than never! 
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“(Ack yourself if there 
is enough parent-child 
play in your house. ?? 


Understimulation or boredom is a painful 

state in terms of low bodily arousal. To satisfy 

the human psychological hunger for stimulation, 
your child may resort to screaming and tantrums. 
Learn how to play together as a family, and find 
your child plenty of rewarding tasks to do. 


fighting with their parents or peers. In family cultures fueled 
by repeated criticism and yelling there is never any fun or 
laughter because RAGE and FEAR systems have blocked the 
CARE and PLAY systems."* Research shows that it is never 
too late to change a stress hormone family culture into a 
healthy one, and such shifts often bring about good behavior 
far more effectively than techniques such as time-out."® 


Feelings and physical states linked 
to tantrums 


As we have seen, certain physical and emotional states are 
responsible for bad behavior in general. Similarly, there 

are well-recognized tantrum triggers. Hunger, fatigue, and 
tension are among the most common. You could also check 
to see if the following painful states are turning your house 
into a persistent scream zone. 

« Boredom If children are suffering from stimulation hunger 
(see page 179), then yelling and screaming can become very 
appealing. Ask yourself if there is enough parent-child play 
in your house. Screaming is common in families who don't 
play together. A classic example of boredom is the tantrum in 
the supermarket. If you give your child interesting tasks and 
activities, the tantrums usually stop (see page 202). 

+ Frustration Children aren't good at finding words for 
frustration. You may need to help them express their feelings, 
“It's so hard to share sometimes, isn’t it? You just started 
playing with that toy and your little brother came and took it” 
¢ Disappointment Loss and disappointment activate the pain 
centers in the brain. As adults, we are able to say “never 
mind” and distract ourselves with something else, but when 
children are disappointed they find it overwhelming and may 
burst into tears. Children need help to manage their painful 
feelings and for you to acknowledge that disappointment can 
hurt a lot. Ignoring or getting angry with a disappointed child 
will just add to his pain. 


Key points 


¢ There are six triggers for bad 
behavior: fatigue and hunger; an 
immature brain; unmet 
psychological needs; intense 
emotions; parental stress; and 

a parenting style that activates 
the alarm systems in a child's 
lower brain. 


¢ A child having a distress tantrum 
is in genuine pain and needs lots 
of calm, compassionate support 
from you. Ignoring or punishing 
distress can be damaging. 


e Although distress tantrums 
can be challenging, they present 
a great opportunity to help your 
child develop essential brain 
pathways that enable him to 
manage stress in the future. 


e Little Nero tantrums should 

be ignored. Children who are 
rewarded for rage often continue 
to use it as a technique as they 
grow older. Rage can become an 
ingrained personality trait. 


the trying time 


Focusing mainly on children under five years old, 


this chapter looks in depth at what is happening in 
the brains of young children when they are behaving 
badly. Most parents will be familiar with the 
common situations covered here—from bouncing 
on beds and acting out in restaurants to “I want” 
scenes in toy stores and fighting with siblings. What 
parents may not know is that this behavior happens 
at a stage of development when children’s brain 


systems are not mature enough to take control. 
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Getting out of control 


Adults don't particularly want to jump up and down on beds or run around 

in stores. Why not? It’s because the frontal lobes of our brains are mature enough 
to naturally inhibit our “motoric impulses”—urges to run, jump, and climb. 
Young children have not yet developed such controlling mechanisms, and so 
just asking them to comply with adult behavior is not likely to work. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


In children, the brain’s dopamine 
and noradrenaline systems are slow 
to mature. These systems are vital 
for concentration and sustained, 
focused attention. This is why your 
child is often: 

© easily distracted 

© impulsive 

© unable to focus 

© unable to filter out distractions 
© prone to lots of manic behavior. 


When they just say “won’t” 

While we need to give a child clear boundaries, rules, and 
consequences for unacceptable behavior, we also don't 

want to damage her will. A child’s strong will is a great life 
resource. Saying “won't” at two or three years of age is the 
precursor for the capacity to stand up for yourself, the 
passion to know what you want in life, and the drive to 
follow it through. Children who move into total compliance 
at the toddler stage often suffer later in life from not having 
developed a separate self. They may be very skilled at 
adapting to the needs and feelings of others, but have little 
or no notion about what they want and feel. This can happen 
with overly strict parenting where an infant is too frightened 
to protest, or with parenting that employs all kinds of subtle 
forms of withdrawal of love and approval to get obedience. 
The latter happens with parents who delight in the placid, 
dependent baby, but then can't allow the grumpy toddler to 
have any autonomy or protest. A parent’s love and approval 
is a basic need for a child, and if the price of that is total 
obedience, the toddler may decide, well so be it. 

If you have a toddler who often asserts her will in very 
trying ways, give yourself credit for the fact that while you 
obviously need to be clear about boundaries, you have not 
moved into obedience training. As parents, we need to think 
very carefully how to respond to a child who says “no.” This 
chapter offers many resources and ways forward. 


Trying times when they bounce around 
Bouncing on beds and running around is not being naughty. 
Unless children under five have been frightened by obedience 
training, which triggers a freeze response on naturally 
spontaneous behavior, they will find it extremely difficult to 
put the brakes on their behavior. This is because their higher 
brain (frontal lobes) has not yet formed key pathways that 
connect to their lower brain. These pathways will naturally 
inhibit the urge to bounce around. Also, infants have very 
immature noradrenaline and dopamine systems in their 
higher brain, which also results in impulsive “can't sit still” 
behavior.’ The answer is to find a channel for their energy. 

If you are worried about your bed or sofa, give your 
child something else; for example, provide a trampoline in 
the backyard, or take her to the local playground. There is no 
need to lose your temper; just say in a gentle voice, “We can't 
jump on the bed, but what we can do is go outside and do 
some jumping.” If your child still won't get off the bed, pick 
her up gently, and take her outside. 


Trying times in public places 

Because of your child’s uninhibited impulses, it’s wise to 
consider carefully which public places you can visit. Young 
children and five-star restaurants are, by and large, a very 
bad mix. Parents can get very angry and disappointed when 
their child’s brain can’t act like an adult's, and an outing is 
ruined. If they think of places to go that cater to a young 
child’s motoric impulses, they will probably have a great time. 


Find a space to run around 

If you are visiting a public place such as a museum, 
restaurant, or hotel, look around for a large outdoor space 
where your child can run around. The fewer other people 
around the better, then your child can be as noisy as she 
needs to be. After running around to her heart's content, she 
will be more inclined to behave quietly again inside. 


THE TRYING TIMES 199 


CONSIDER THIS... 


In one sense, all young children 
have ADHD (attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, see page 
111), which means impulsive 
behavior and poor concentration 
on one thing for any length of time. 
Instead, they run around, climb, 
move constantly, and fidget. This is 
a natural developmental stage and 
the result of an immature brain. 

It is also considerably harder for 
boys to sit still than girls because 
the maturation of the higher brain 
(frontal lobes) is slower in boys 
than in girls. 

Young children need a lot of time 
in the day for running around. If 
they don’t get it, they tend to be 
highly active at times that don't 
always work for you.? 
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“(| just can’t 
keep still! ?? 


If children understood their 

own brain processes and had the 
powers of sophisticated speech, 
they would explain that they just 
don't have the brain wiring yet to 
curb their physical impulses. 
They might impress upon you 
the need for some space to let 
off steam, such as a trip toa 
soft-play center. The novelty of 

a fresh environment and new 
toys will activate calming 
dopamine in their frontal lobes 
(higher brain). 


Boredom often breeds bad behavior in coffee 
shops and restaurants 

Consider the following scenario. Mia, at two, has been taken 
to a lunch shop for a sandwich, and she’s getting bored. So 
she bangs her spoon loudly on the table, causing heads to 
turn. She starts to spurt her orange juice over the table and 
dabbles her fingers in it. Then she pours sugar everywhere 
and plays at dive-bombing her mother’s cup of coffee. What is 
going on in Mia’s brain? 

Mia isn't being naughty; the immature systems in her brain 
are making her act like this. She’s been told to sit quietly but, 
like any young child, she’s bored stiff by the adult conversation 
going on over her head. Mia's boredom means she is in a state 
of low arousal, which can activate painful stress chemicals in 
her brain, making her behave in an even more trying way. Her 
behavior at the table is her attempt to satisfy her stimulation 
hunger and discharge the physiological stress of boredom. 
Coupled with this are Mia's motoric impulses, which her brain 
is too undeveloped to be able to inhibit naturally. 

Of course, an agitated toddler like this is very trying. 
Parents may at this stage move into punishment. (Out of 
ignorance about a child’s developing brain, some parents will 
lash out at children at such times.) But there is a way forward. 

If we give Mia a toy to play with or a coloring book, it 
is very likely to engage her higher brain in a coordinated way 
with her lower brain’s SEEKING system.? This system releases 
dopamine and opioids, brain chemicals that will enable Mia 
to focus on the activity, and in so doing, naturally calm her 
motoric impulses. If we don't bring things for children to do 
in restaurants, it is very likely that they will make their own 
entertainment by spilling the sugar or climbing on the seats. 


Turn the shopping trip from hell into an 

exciting treasure hunt 

A long trip to the supermarket with nothing to do is often 
too hard to bear for a young child. To avoid a trying time, it is 
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“(OF course, an 
aggitated toddler is 
very trying. But there 
is a way forward. )? 


The lunch shop is boring and Mia needs 
something to lock her attention 
onto—otherwise the outing may 

well end in tears. 


202 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


(sitting with 
nothing to do is 


extremely stressful 
for children.” 


Pm fully 
engaged’? 


We need to provide entertainment for 
a child when visiting public places or 
immaculate homes where children 

are not always made welcome. If you 
don't give a child alternatives, such as 
a fascinating toy or crayons and paper, 
he will find his own entertainment, 
such as playing with cutlery, blowing 
bubbles in his juice, and exploring 
where he shouldn't. 


important to engage your child in what is going on. Without 
an activity such as a task-focused game, a child can feel very 
bored, with unmet structure and stimulation hungers (see 
pages 179-180). She will also experience low bodily arousal 
states, which, as we have seen, can trigger pain centers in her 
brain. This means that you are right on target for a shopping 
trip from hell, with your child running up and down the 
aisles and crashing the shopping carts. 


Before all this happens, move into the playful part of 
your brain for a moment or two, and think up a game for 
you and your child to enjoy together while shopping: a 
“let's do something together” game. This will satisfy her 
stimulation and structure hungers. A good example is 
“Champion Shoppers,’ which can go something like this: 

“Let's play a game. Have you heard of ‘Champion 
Shoppers?’ No? Well, here is how it works. When we get to 
each aisle, I will whisper in your ear an item of we need for 
the cart and you can go and look for it. When you find it 
and bring it back, I'll whisper something else. If you find 
everything, you are a Champion Shopper and deserve a 
Champion treat. You can choose it yourself!” 

TV Supernanny Jo Frost has a really creative version of 
a “let’s” game for supermarkets. At the beginning of each 
shopping trip, the children are given a board with pictures of 
foods they have to find. The boring shopping trip is instantly 
turned into a treasure hunt. 


Trying times on train and car trips 
Sitting with nothing to do is extremely stressful for children. 
If a child has to sit in a car or train or other form of 
transportation for a while, her motoric impulses will become 
very strong, leading to fidgeting and restlessness. As adults, 
our mature frontal lobes inhibit such impulses, so we are fine 


sitting still, especially with a book or conversation to occupy us. 


To enjoy a trip, give your child something 
interesting to do to engage her frontal lobes 

If you engage a child’s frontal lobes you engage the SEEKING 
system, which will naturally calm those primitive impulses to 
run around. You could initiate a guessing game, or give her 
some paper and crayons. The more you join in with your 
child’s play—for example, by initiating a game that involves 
you both or paying attention to her drawing—the more your 
mature brain and body systems will be emotionally regulating 
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Neil, at four years old, has been given the 
task of looking for items in the store. He's 


become helpful instead of running wild. 
The structured activity has engaged his 
higher brain and his lower brain’s SEEKING 
system, which will dramatically improve his 
ability to focus and concentrate. When a 
child's higher brain is not engaged because 
there is no structured activity offered, his 
bodily impulses to run wild, yell, and 
scream can have a field day. 
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“Cif you forget to 
bring something 
to play with, don’t 
be surprised if 

you have a stressful 
trip. ” 


her immature systems.* Your calmness will have a direct, 
calming effect on her. You can increase her this state by letting 
her sit on your lap and cuddling with her. This will release 
oxytocin in her brain, which is a calming antistress chemical. 
By taking in these simple facts about brain science, and 
fully catering for your child’s immature brain systems, you 
can turn a potentially difficult trip into a delightful time 
together. If you forget to bring something to play with, 
or to come up with some creative activities to engage her 
higher brain, don't be surprised if you have a stressful outing. 


Take a break from the road 
If you are on a long car trip, find time to pull off the road and 
head for the closest playground or open space. This will give 


((\\/e’re bored and stressed in the car!?? 


Sitting in the back seat of a car for a long 
time is very stressful for children. It activates 
negative arousal chemicals in the brain. To 
change this painful brain chemistry, children 
will find their own amusement. 


Kicking your sister (which is what happened To inhibit their motoric impulses, give 


here) seems like a good activity to fill the them something to read, make, or draw. 
time. And if your sister cries or hits you back, This will shift negative to positive brain 
then you have live entertainment to lift you chemistry, enabling them to lock their 


out of your boredom. concentration onto more peaceful activities. 
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your child a much needed chance to let her motoric impulses 
rip for a while. 


Trying times with meals 
Why does your child prefer to play games at the table, 
swooping like a seagull or a bomber pilot, rather than sitting 
nicely and eating her food? If she’s excited about something, 
her highly aroused body (the autonomic nervous system, see 
page 44) will be suppressing her appetite. An excited child is 
not being naughty because she’s refusing to eat her food nicely. 
It’s just that human bodies are genetically programmed to 
have no interest in eating when in a state of high excitement. 
Once again, you will have a trying time if you attempt to fight 
against these facts about your child’s bodily arousal system. 

Some parents can get into a very negative pattern at 
mealtimes, trying to make an excited child eat. This can cause 
considerable relational stress for the child, which is bad for 
her developing brain. If you wait until her high arousal level 
has come down again and she is calm, she will start to feel 
hungry again. 

Similarly, if a child is anxious or fearful, she will lose her 


appetite. Some parents get very agitated around mealtimes, 
and the child picks this up and doesn’t want to eat. The more _ Benjamin has been on the train for half 


uptight the parent gets, the more anxious the child becomes, "hour and his impulses to move are 
s * a very strong. His natural brain and body 

and the less interested in her food. The more laid-back a responses are urging him to climb all 

parent can be around eating times, the better. over the seat rather than sit on it, 


If a child has become anxious about food, undo any 
negative associations between eating and place 

In all mammals, high levels of stress or fear can block hunger 
and close down natural digestive processes. So if your child 
picks up on your anxiety about her not eating enough, or 
about the mess she is making (you can give this away by 
frantically wiping away any mess around her mouth or spills), 
she may not want to eat. Parental anxiety and intrusive 
feeding can be a major cause of eating problems in children. 


TRY THIS... 


If your child is locked to anxiety 
around food because she has picked 
up on your anxiety about eating, try 
the following suggestions: 

© Change where your child eats, 

in order to undo any negative 
associations between eating 

and place. 

© Cook together, so your child 
becomes interested in food. Let her 
have some playtime with foods where 
she can explore new textures with her 
fingers and make a mess with food. 

© Don't punish poor eating. Ignore 

it if you can. Instead, reward good 
eating and sitting well at mealtimes. 
Use stickers and stars when your 
child eats properly. Give the sticker 
immediately so there is a clear 
association in the child's mind 
between nice feelings and eating 
nicely at a table. 

© Ifa child isn’t eating well, and you 
are convinced it's not because of your 
anxiety, make sure there aren't lots of 
great little snacks available that she 
quietly grazes on throughout the day. 


When you worry about your child not eating enough, her 
right frontal lobe, which is very sensitive to emotional 
atmospheres, will pick up on your anxious facial expression, 
agitated voice, or tense body in milliseconds. So, try to 
activate your child’s lower brain PLAY system at mealtimes, 
so she starts to associate food with fun instead of fear. Give 
her patterned plates, and allow her to play with food to 
explore new textures and colors. 


Trying times with making a mess 
The house has become strangely quiet. You go to look, and 
then you discover the mess. The children have laid waste to 
the bathroom, making a river out of toilet paper. What do 
you do? You can let it trigger the RAGE system (see page 19) 
in your lower brain, or you can pull yourself back from the 
brink and think of how to make your response a positive, 
rather than negative, relational experience for your child. The 
important thing is to avoid squashing your child’s wonderful 
creativity and imagination. Imaginative, cooperative play is a 
real developmental achievement for young children, and it 
helps to develop their higher brains (frontal lobes).® 
Cooperation, planning, thinking about what to do next, 
and listening to each other's ideas can form all kinds of 
new neural connections and pathways in your child’s higher 
brain. Such activities must be applauded and encouraged, 
not punished. That said, it is also important not to give your 
child the message that she can create whatever havoc she likes 
all over the home and expect you to clean it up. 


Make tidying up into a game 
With a young child, try making tidying up a “let's” game. Say, 
“Let's see who can put the most toys away in the box. I bet 
I can beat you... ready, set, go.” Let your child win! Afterward 
say, “Wow, you are a champion toy tidier” 

If your child refuses to tidy up, you may need to move 
into the technique called “choices and consequences” (see 
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page 229). Not only does this stop the nagging, it also 
activates the decision-making part of your child’s higher 
brain. Take her hands, look calmly into her face, and say, 
“There's a rule in this house that whoever makes a mess 
cleans it up, so you have a choice. You can tidy up your 
toys now or I can tidy them up. But each toy I tidy, I will 
take away from you and keep in a box until you have 
shown me you understand the tidying. Let me know what 
youve decided.” With lots of children, this will be enough 
for them to start tidying. If the child ignores you, avoid 
nagging or persuading and just continue as you said 

you would. Tidy up the toys and take them away. She can 
earn them back by helping you tidy up something else in 
the home. 


Trying times and toy wars 

Why do children get so heated about the possession of a 
toy? There are several brain factors involved here. First, 

emotional attachment to an object releases opioids in a 


child’s brain. These give the child a sense of well-being when d( 

she is playing with a toy. But if the toy is taken awary from Wh at a 
her, she may move into a state of opioid withdrawal in her | y) 
brain, which causes emotional pain,’ and therefore the mess: 


distressed crying. 


, r The bathroom has become a river made 
Furthermore, to a child, the toy is her territory. Any 


from eight rolls of toilet paper, and the 


animal is likely to respond with rage to an invasion of its mess and waste are appalling. You could 
territory; it is an instinct triggered in the ancient reptilian let your RAGE system take over, but you 
core of our brain. The brain chemical vasopressin, which is could also control the situation (and 


linked to aggression, is released when animals guard their keep the creativity going) by saying 
something like: 


territory. Together the pain and the rage and the territorial “Let's see if we can find a better way 
brain chemicals can cause your child to descend rapidly into of making a river without using toilet 
primitive fight behavior. Because your child is in real pain paper. Help me clean up and we'll see 
and her brain and body are awash with strong hormones, she What's in the yard.” 

needs help and compassion when she has to share a toy, and 

not an angry response. The good thing is that the pain can be 

short-lived, especially if you are skilled at distraction. 


208 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


“(IF children come 
up with a solution, 
give them loads 
of praise, because 
negotiation and 
compromise are 
sophisticated 
human skills. ?? 


Who gets the toy? Help children to 
find a solution 


If your child’s higher brain (frontal lobes) is not yet 
developed enough for solution finding, you need to find a 
solution for her. Use a calm voice, and never punish a young 
child for the immaturity of her brain. With older children, 
whose frontal lobes are better developed, give them support 
as they try to negotiate. You could teach them about trading 
or taking turns, “So you both want to play the dragons game 
at the same time? Should I help you to take turns?” You can 
help them to say something to the other child like, “Pll trade 
you time with my boat for time with your car” You could also 
devise some family rules over sharing toys. If the behavior 
becomes “reptilian” again, take away the toy and say 
something like “Okay you two, I am taking this away until we 
find a way to share the time with it.” If the toy is no longer 


“This toy is all mine!” 


Sonia has taken possession of the rocker 
at preschool. Two of her playmates would 
like to join in, and grab the handles. There's 
plenty of room for all of them. 


Sharing the rocker doesn’t please Sonia at A caregiver steps in. She explains 

all. She wants it all to herself and because about sharing, providing vital emotional 

she sees the plaything as her territory, she regulation. Sonia, now calm, can 

defends it passionately with screams of rage. reengage her higher brain and her 
anger is short-lived. 


there, children can often move from intense feelings to 
thinking. If they do come up with a solution, give them loads 
of praise, because negotiation and compromise are 
sophisticated human skills. 


Ifa child throws a tantrum or cries after losing 
a game, it is due to her immature higher brain 
If a child cries or rages because she has lost a game, you 
have to ask whether it is fair, at her age, to put her through 
an experience when she might lose. In terms of a child’s 
underdeveloped brain, losing a game can be very painful, so 
it is unfair to punish her or accuse her of being a bad loser. 
Young children are not good at putting things into 
perspective. The memory store in a young child’s brain is 
still relatively empty, so she has no layers of experience from 
which to realize the relative insignificance, in the grand scale 
of things, of losing a game. Also, a child can throw a tantrum 
upon losing because she may have anticipated feeling the 
delight of winning. All mammals (including humans) 
experience anger or rage at the frustration of anticipated 
rewards. At the thought of winning, dopamine, a positive 
arousal chemical, can be activated in the brain, whereas with 
losing, there can be a decrease in levels of dopamine. This 
decrease can bring about a low mood state in adults and 
crying in infants. So if your child goes into distress or rage 
states at losing a game, think of choosing cooperative games 
until she is a bit older and so able to get the whole thing more 
in perspective. It’s much kinder. 


Trying times and wanting something 
Imagine your child in a toy store. First, she won't leave, and 
then she runs out of the store and tries to take a toy with her. 
Toy stores can activate the SEEKING system in the child’s 
lower brain. This system, which has to do with curiosity, 
exploration, will, drive, expectancy, and desire, activates 
optimal levels of dopamine and glutamate, making your 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Allocate a shelf for toys that 
siblings are not ready to share. 
The child is allowed to put a 
limited number (you decide what 
the number is) of toys on this shelf. 
They cannot be shared without 
the owner's permission. This can 
also develop ownership skills and 
care of special things, which is 
particularly great if your children 
share a bedroom. 
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A child over five has more mature 


frontal lobes and will respond well to 
choices, Introducing her to pocket 
money is a vital part of this 
development. You can say, “You have 
a choice here. You can use your 
birthday money to buy the toy or put 
it toward the bicycle that you want.” 
This engages her higher brain 


child extremely aroused and focused. If you do not let her 
have the toy she wants, her desire is deeply frustrated, so 

her RAGE and PANIC/GRIEF systems can be triggered. 

A child’s higher brain (frontal lobes) is not developed enough 
to moderate these powerful lower brain systems naturally 
therefore she has tears and rage. 


Managing children under five in a toy store 
means taking a firm stand 

A good strategy is to pay no attention whatsoever to any 
pleading. Give a clear “no,” accompanied by an empathic 
response to all that desperate yearning; for example, “I really 
hear how much you want that doll, but we have no money 
for it today.’ Then walk right out of the store with absolutely 
no further comment or discussion. Your child is highly likely 
to follow you because of the strength of her attachment to 
you. If you prefer, just pick her up and carry her out, and 
distract her as soon as you can. “Oh, look at that over there!” 
Don't try to reason with your child, along the lines of, “You 
have so many toys at home.” This is trying to engage the 
child’s higher brain when it’s her lower brain that is in the 
driver's seat. 


Children over five years old will respond well 
when given a choice 

With children over five, the higher brain should be mature 
enough for you to use a technique involving decision making: 
you can offer them a choice. Start by saying, “If you want 
something special, you've got to do something special.” Ask 
your child whether she would rather give up the toy or help 
you with some task to earn the money to buy it. Once her 
higher brain is engaged in decision making, it will naturally 
calm all that lower brain intensity. What’s more, reflecting 
like this is so good for developing new pathways in your 
child’s higher brain. 
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When she won't listen to a word you say «4 Walk right 


There will be times when your child won't come when you out of the store 
all or jump to it when you ask iat to do Something, This with absolutel y no 
is because key chemical systems in her brain are undeveloped, 
making her unable to shift attention from one thing to another 
as easily as an adult can. If your child has locked her attention 
onto an activity, it is truly difficult for her to respond to you. 

So give your child some slack. One thing you can do is to 
build in a clear disengagement strategy, such as the following: 
“In five minutes I am going to ask you to put your toys away 
and to go and brush your teeth.” When five minutes are up, 
say, “I will now count from five to one.” If your child does 
what you ask, give her lots of praise. If she doesn't, simply 
pick her up and carry her to the bathroom to brush her teeth. 
Be consistent. Don't move into asking her lots of times to 
brush her teeth; she will start to desensitize to nagging. 


further comment 
or discussion. )? 


(lm not leaving without it”? 
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Jessica, six, is refusing to leave the toy Her mother is left managing a storm Here, Jessica and her mom have 
store without the furry animals she has in the toy store! The best way out of this a conversation about pocket money 
found. Her brain is flooded with chemicals __ situation will be to engage Jessica's higher and choices. This breaks the deadlock 
that increase her longing for the toys. brain into thinking about the options. of “I want” and moves on to “I will 


think about it.” 


211 


212 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


(Cif a child has 
locked her attention 
onto some activity, 
it is truly difficult 
for her to respond 
to you.) 


TRY THIS... 


Humor and fun can be very creative 
ways of managing some of the trying 
times. For example, if a bored child 
has moved into loud screaming in the 
the house, turn the noise 

into a game. 

“Hey, Billy, I've just had an idea! 
Let’s have a BIG NOISE contest! Let’s 
go up to the attic or down to the 
basement. We each choose to be an 
animal with a big roar, then we can 
see who has the biggest roar.”* 

The game can be developed into a 
story about, say, a dragon or a lion, and 
you can start to have lots of wonderful 
one-on-one times, playing with your 
child instead of telling scolding him. 
These intense relational times also 
have real brain-developing powers for 
your child, since his immature brain 
systems are emotionally regulated by 
being in strong contact with an 
adult’s mature brain systems. 


Different rules apply when you need your child 
to stop immediately 

Make it very clear what the rules are when you are out of the 
house. Your child should not run off when you say “stop,” and 
she must come back when you call her. You could say, “If 

I need you to come back to me, I will call your name and 
count from five to one. When I get to ‘one’ I want you to 

be back by my side” 

If your child ignores you, you could respond, “I can see 
that you are not quite ready for me to let you run around yet, 
because you did not come when I called you.” Then put her in 
her stroller or use long reins connected to you at your wrist— 
and explain why. There is no need for anger or for you to 
raise your voice. Your actions will give a clear message to 
your child that you will not be caught up in her behavior. 
Next time you are out, practice this method again until your 
child understands. Every time she comes back as you've asked 
her to, praise her hugely, saying, “Good job. That was great. 
You did so well at stopping/coming back when I called” This 
response is likely to produce a wonderful cascade of 
dopamine and opioids in her brain and make her feel pleased 
with her actions. 


Trying times with selfishness 

“Our four-year-old is so selfish. She won't share her toys with 
the her younger siblings and she never thinks of us. I am sure 
there is something wrong with her. Maybe it’s genetic.” The 
selfishness of children can be infuriating, but we shouldn't 
punish them for their lack of consideration. This is because 
the capacity for concern is largely a sophisticated higher brain 
function and, as we have seen in previous chapters, children 
are born with very unfinished higher brains. The capacity 

to feel and think deeply about another person’s emotional 
pain or stress levels develops slowly over time. Only after 
many hours of showing your concern for them can you 
expect your children to feel empathy with you. Sadly, some 


children have been on the receiving end of so little 
kindness and concern that they never develop this higher 
brain function. 


Tattling and name calling 

For a child, tattling on another child is often far too delicious 
a proposition to forgo. Child psychologist and author 

Adele Faber suggests saying something like, “Well I’m not 
interested in what Hannah's doing right now. But I'd love to 
talk about you.” 

Help your child to express anger and resentment in 
healthier ways. For example, say, “You know we don't have 
name calling in this family. If you have a problem with your 
sister, tell her what it is:”? If a child is hurt by another child’s 
behavior, empathize with her pain: “It was mean of Hannah 
to call you that and it must have really hurt your feelings. 
It’s not true, so ignore her. But how smart of you to come 
and tell me instead of being mean back” 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Camilla and Shannon are playing 
cooperatively here, but they are 

not always so amicable when 

it comes to wanting the same 

toy. Parents often see refusal to 
share as selfishness, not realizing 
that having to share toys with a 
sibling can sometimes trigger deep 
feelings of having to share a parent. 
Children don't usually have the 
words to express this, unless you 
help them. If you think that asking 
your child to take turns with a toy is 
causing a huge amount of pain that 
can't be stopped with distraction 
techniques, it may be worth talking 
to her. Ask her whether she thinks 
she is getting enough time alone 
with Mommy or Daddy 

(see page 122). 
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Children at war 


When children have an impulse to lash out and fight, your creative parenting 
can enable them to learn how to reflect and negotiate instead. The wrong 
reaction from a parent can strengthen the wrong responses in the primitive 
brain. Yell at children who fight, or ignore them, and they may still be hitting 
people with words or fists when they grow up. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Over time, if a child continues to 

be attacked by her sibling on a regular 
basis, without parental intervention, 
her brain can start to adjust some of its 
key systems to survive in an aggressive 
world. The FEAR and RAGE systems 
can be hardwired for overactivity, 
commonly leading to problems with 
anxiety or anger in later life. 


Many parents believe that their children fight more than 

other children, but the truth is that it is normal for siblings 
to fight. One study found that 93 percent of seven year olds 
fought their siblings, and 24 percent of these fought a lot.’ 

That said, fighting can be an uncomfortable reminder that 
humans do indeed have a primitive, reptilian core to their 
brains (see page 17). What's more, because of a young child’s 
underdeveloped higher brain, this reptilian core is often in 
the driver's seat. Parent power is so influential that if you 
treat fighting the wrong way, it can actually strengthen the 
primitive responses in the brain. If you treat fighting a better 
way, it will develop the higher brain and naturally inhibit 
reptilian impulses in your child to lash out when she is feeling 
competitive, territorial, or threatened in some way. 

In short, you have the power to influence whether your 
child learns how to hurt harder and to be more devious in 
her physical attacks, or whether she develops and masters 
those sophisticated human skills of negotiating, planning, 
and clearly communicating what she needs and wants 
without using tactics of power and control. 


Why do fights happen? 

Fights happen because one, or more, of your child’s 
psychological hungers is not being met (see page 179). 

A child may fight with another child because she is bored 
and is trying to top up her stimulation levels. She might 
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simply be hungry, which makes her aggressive (see page 175). ( A child may 
Overstimulation may result in physiological hyperarousal, fi ght with another 
which she relieves by biting, kicking, and hitting. She may be child because she 


angry, frustrated, upset, or bottling up emotions, and because . y) 
she doesn’t have the words to express her feelings she uses her is bored. 
fists. Or perhaps she is being hit by a sibling, or spanked by 

a parent, and is modeling her hitting behavior on what she 

knows at home. She might be being bullied at school, an 

experience that very easily moves a child into her own 

primitive fight-or-flight behavior in other areas of life. 


How should you respond to fighting? 
You need to make sure that the child’s higher brain, not the 
reptilian brain, is activated. There are some vital do’s and 
don'ts involved in this strategy: 


Don’t meet violence with violence 

Dont scream, yell, or hit when you see siblings fighting. Such 
tactics may shock them into temporary obedience or 
submission, but this response is modeling using rage in 


“This isn’t 
funny! ?? 


What started out as a game can 

very quickly end in lost tempers—these 
little boys are not sure their play is fun 
any more. Parents cannot always tell 
when to intervene, but children’s facial 
expressions are often the clue. Smiles 
show that the rough-and-tumble play 
is good-natured. Clenched teeth and 
an increase in energy usually mean 
that it is time for parents to step in. 
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“(Children need 
us to protect them 
from the hurtful 
actions of others. ?? 


challenging, stressful situations. It could lead to the fight-or- 
flight part of the brain being hardwired for an overactive 
response. The child could also grow up with an explosive 
temper, or start internalizing her anger, and as a result suffer 
from stress-related illnesses. 

Meeting a child’s violence with an angry response will also 
do nothing to help her to develop her higher brain. Instead, 
fighting is a time for you to help her regulate her overly high 
levels of bodily arousal, and to calm her down. So your tone 
of voice in response to the fighting is very important; you 


should sound firm but calm. 


Don’t take sides or reward tattling 

Unless you witness an unprovoked hurtful act, don't take 
anyone's word for it. Some children are good at playacting, 
putting on a show for their parents, clutching their tummies, 
and rolling on the floor. If you do take sides, children soon 
get the idea that if they constantly complain about the “abuse” 
of a sibling, they earn your loving attention. And, naturally, 
they delight in seeing their rival punished. 


If your child is having a “too big” feeling, help 
her with it; don’t leave her alone with it 

Putting a raging child in a time-out room might give 

you breathing space and perhaps your child might think 
twice about biting her sister again. But it will not help your 
child find better ways of dealing with her anger, since there 
is absolutely no parental emotional regulation when she’s 
in time-out. Instead, she’s more likely to use the time to 
plot her revenge. 

Research shows that if children are helped to put words 
to feelings, it can develop new pathways in the higher brain 
(frontal lobes), which naturally calm and inhibit their 
impulses to hit, lash out, or bite." For more on this subject 
see pages 238-39. 


Keeping children safe 

Children need to have their hurtful actions stopped and they 
also need their parents and caregivers to protect them from 
the hurtful actions of others. Many adults say that as children 
they did not have enough protection from aggressive 
siblings—their parents would respond to fights with 
something like “they’re only playing” and not realize that 
rivalry had deteriorated into abuse. 

Children should have the freedom to resolve their own 
differences, but only if they are capable of doing this. Some 
situations are so emotionally charged that children can't 
resolve them on their own. 
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TRY THIS... 


What should you do and say in 
response to fighting that’s hurting? 
Here are some suggestions: 

© Separate the two parties, as you 
would in a dog fight. Say, “Stop now. 
Separate rooms, please.” 

Or, “Hold it right there. People are 
not for hurting. That looks like real 
fighting. It’s not safe for you two 
to be around each other right now. 
Eva, go to the kitchen. Franco, go 
to the living room.” 

© Pay attention to the injured party 
and not the aggressor. Say to the 
aggressor something like, “Bad 
choice, Daniel, for hitting Jayden. | 
will now spend time with Jayden. 
You stay here and think about how 
you could have let Jayden know you 
were angry in a better way.” 

© Give the children options on 
how to express their anger. Try, 
“Hey Franco, let your sister know 
with words how angry you are.” 

© Often, anger is fueled by hurt, 

so giving a child a language for 
hurt is a real gift. Say, “You wish 
he wouldn't grab. Seems like 

you are really upset with him and 
really hurting because he knocked 
over your castle.” 
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TRY THIS... 


Make sure you have some clear family 
rules about disputes and fighting and 
read through them with your children. 
The rules could include the following: 
© There is zero tolerance in this home 
on fighting that hurts. 

© Play fighting is fine, but it has to be 
agreed by both of you that it really is 
play that you both enjoy. 

e Fighting over a toy means the toy 
gets taken away until you agree to a 
way of sharing. Ask a grown-up for 
help with this if you get stuck. 

¢ If you really want to strike out 
because you are so frustrated or 
angry, go to a grown-up for help with 
your feelings. 

© Name calling is not allowed in this 
family. Go to a grown-up to help you 
find a really good way of telling your 
sister/brother what you would like 
her/him to do differently. 


A lot of bullying in schools comes from children 
who have been hit by siblings 

Unless parents intervene when appropriate, hitting can spread 
like wildfire. Many children who have been hit repeatedly by 
their siblings, without their parents stepping in every time, 
start bullying other children at school (see page 222). Nearly 
half of all schoolchildren say they have experienced bullying 
at some time. 


Calling a family meeting about fighting 
If hurting fighting is clearly becoming an established activity 
in the home, call a family meeting to discuss it. Make it an 
occasion that will be marked in the children’s minds and 
show them a clearly written statement of rules about fighting 
(see panel, left). Family meetings give vital psychological 
messages that feelings can be thought about rather than 
discharged with fists and teeth. This is also in line with 

the brain research that shows that putting very strong 

feelings into words can naturally inhibit the primitive 

RAGE system in the lower brain.'"? Meetings need ground 
rules and structure to stop them from becoming a free-for-all. 
A good formula for successful meetings is based on Circle 
Time—an effective emotional literacy intervention used 

in elementary schools, originated by Jenny Moseley. No one 
can speak unless they are holding the little teddy bear (or 
equivalent). This ensures that children listen to each 

other and don't interrupt.” 

If the children are too young to discuss ideas, you can 
provide the solutions. Even if a child is not happy with a 
decision, this process will make her feel safe, knowing that 
you have taken the time to listen, and that you are strong 
enough to take charge. 


Key points 


¢ Trying times with children under 
five are often the result of immature 
brain systems. 


e It is never okay to punish a child for 
exasperating behavior that is due 
entirely to undeveloped brain systems. 


¢ Before going on an outing, think 
how you will engage your child’s 
higher brain in an interesting activity, 
so that her motoric impulses and 
primitive lower brain systems 

don’t ruin the day. 


¢ For your child to grow out of the 
primitive impulses to lash out in 
rage, she needs lots of one-on-one 
time with you to help her manage 
her very intense feelings and for 
you to find words to help her to 
think about them. 


¢ Cater to your child’s structure 
hunger, stimulation hunger, and 
recognition hunger and you will 
have a great time. 


d ® ® e 

iscipline 
Discipline is a real art. If you get it right, it becomes 
far more than simply managing behavior. It will 
develop your child’s social, moral, and emotional 
intelligence. If you get it wrong, it can blight a 
child's life, leaving him with a heightened level of 
fear or anger in response to the world. So it's vital 
to use discipline techniques that activate your 
child’s higher thinking brain, instead of triggering 
his lower brain to react as if under threat or attack. 

Children often behave badly because they are 

not very good at speaking about painful emotions. 
If you spend time listening to your child in order 
to help him with his feelings, and if you work to 


improve the health of your relationship, your child 


will often stop being interested in behaving badly. 
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How not to raise a bully 


Over the history of mankind, the way children have been disciplined has played a 
major role in the perpetuation of human misery. This is because for centuries, the 
disciplining of children has been built on an assumption that a sense of morality is 
achieved through harsh punishment. Both psychological and neurobiological 
research has now found this assumption to be entirely wrong. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


In the UK, in 2011 children were 
suspended from school on more than 
80,000 occasions last year for attacking 
teachers and classmates." In the same 
year, seven of out of ten teachers who 
left the profession gave the presence 
of violent and disruptive pupils in the 
classroom as the reason.” Studies 
published in 2011 also indicated that 
up to 20,000 children carry knives for 
their own protection.3 In 2012/13 about 
100,000 children and young people 
(ages 10-17) were convicted of, or 
given a warning for, an indictable 
offense in England and Wales.* 


Sculpting the brain of a bully 

The risk of bringing up a bully is largely determined by the 
type of parenting a child receives. Well-meaning parents don't 
realize that disciplining through criticism and commands 
may actually change stress-response systems in the child’s 
brain. This can make the child overly sensitive and render his 
RAGE or FEAR systems overly reactive. This kind of 
discipline also teaches a child about submission/dominance, 
and he can very easily move into this behavior himself in the 
form of bullying others, especially if he is hit as a form of 
punishment. A report on parental behavior in the UK, 
published in 2012, found that 41.6 percent of parents had 
physically punished or slapped a child; 67 percent had 
threatened to hit a child; 77 percent repeatedly yelled or 
screamed at a child; and 44 percent had told a child he was 
stupid or lazy.2 The UK government has still not outlawed the 
hitting of children by their parents. Hitting teaches your child 
it is okay to strike out when he’s frustrated. He may then hit 
his sibling, or kick the cat, or hit other children at school. 


Let’s be clear, we’re not talking about occasional 
episodes of yelling at children 

Some commands are inevitable and essential, such as yelling 
“Stop!” to a child who is running into the street or about to 
put his finger into an electrical outlet. But if criticism and 
commands form the bulk of parent-child interactions, 


it will guarantee for both parent and child a terrible time 
living together. The child learns all about relationships based 
on power and control, and much too little about relationships 
based on warmth, kindness, and cooperation. 

When a child lives on a daily basis with the stress of a 
parent's repeated yelling and angry explosions, the tension 
from the feelings he is left with can be so awful that it must 
be discharged. Hitting or bullying another child is a common 
way of doing this, or for a younger child, yelling, screaming, 
biting, hitting, or breaking something. Such children love war 
games, and are often obsessed with violent computer games. 

If a child is repeatedly on the receiving end of criticism, 
commands, and threats, it will not help his higher brain to 
develop in ways that are essential for reasoning, planning, and 
reflecting. Furthermore, this type of parenting can also 
hardwire the RAGE and PANIC/GRIEF systems in the brain 
to be overreactive.® These children then live their lives with 
a very short fuse. People don’t warm to children whose way 
of being in the world is ruled by the fight-or-flight mechanisms 
in the reptilian part of their brain, and so their negative view 
of the world is reinforced. 


Discipline through empathy not shame 
The science of raising children makes it clear that you need to 
take the stress out of everything. The hardest thing for some 
parents is taking the stress out of discipline because, as 
children, they were disciplined through shame and anger, 
so they are underresourced in terms of other options. 

So why does this matter so much? The science of verbal 
aggression studies show that if you repeatedly discipline 
with angry words and tone of voice, the effects on your child 
can include vulnerability to depression, anxiety, or other 
psychiatric disorders in later life.’ Verbal aggression can also 
damage the auditory processing part of the brain, leading 
to lower verbal IQ, which affects comprehension skills.* 
Additionally, the fact that you are caring and affectionate with 
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The overly disciplined child can learn 

to put someone down just like she has 
felt put down, to give orders just like she 
has felt commanded, to shame just like 
she has been shamed, to hit with words 
just like she has felt hit with words. 


“(Many world leaders 
who have been 
disciplined through 
anger and cruelty go 
on to treat their own 
people abominably, 
or go on to bully 
other nations. )) 
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CASE STUDY 


Julie’s lost children 

Julie is having a miserable time as a 
parent and resorts to frequent criticism, 
commands, and lectures to discipline 
her two children. The methods don't 
work all that well, but she had little 
first-hand experience in her own 
childhood of the potency of warm 
touch, hugs, and interactive play. 

Rebecca, is four and is frightened 
of her mommy's yelling. Her sister, 
Anna, 12, seems to cope better. When 
Julie yells at her, she yells back, but 
she is a very angry young girl. 

The way Julie has disciplined her 
children may have had enduring effects 
on both children’s brains. The FEAR 
system in Rebecca's brain overreacts to 
the slightest stress, and there is a 
danger that she will grow up to be 
fearful and lack social confidence. 
Anna has an overactive RAGE system 
in her lower brain. This may be a real 
problem in her adult work and social 
life, since she is likely to explode at the 
smallest frustration. 


your child for the rest of the time does not negate the damage 
caused by repeated yelling, shaming, and criticizing.® The 
same is true if one parent is regularly verbally aggressive and 
the other parent is warm and praising; the damage from the 
“hurtful” words can’t be mended with praise and warmth from 
the other parent. Also, discipline that shames a child triggers 
very high levels of cortisol, which is toxic to the developing 
brain" and leads to what is known as “shame proneness” in 
later life. In addition to causing vulnerability to depression" 
this has other life debilitating effects, such as, lack of belief in 
yourself; internalizing shaming voices in your head; and not 
daring to apply for that job, or to approach or confront 
someone—all out of fear of being shamed. By contrast, 
children who experience discipline with empathy, over time 
do better socially, emotionally, and academically, and their 
body arousal system is very well balanced, which brings about 
both emotional and physical health." 


Putting it into practice 

You need to empathize with your child when he is furious 
with you for setting a boundary, rather than criticizing him 
for his anger, too."? Here is an example. When five-year-old 
Aiden says a really mean thing to his little brother, breaking 
the house rule of no unkind words, his mom's response is to 
say, “I’m afraid your meanness means you can't play your 
favorite computer game today.’ Aiden is very angry and says, 
“I hate you, I hate you. You know I love playing that game.” 
Mom, “I know Aiden, but sadly you made a bad choice by 
being so mean to your brother.’ Aiden, “I am sorry. Why are 
you so mean to me Mommy? I hate you.” Mom, “Aiden I 
know it’s so hard that I said no computer game tonight. I can 
see you are really hurting about that.” But Aiden continues, “I 
hate you, you are the worst mom.” Mom, “I need you to learn 
that it is not right to hurt people’s hearts with mean words, 
but I can also see that you are furious.” By now Aiden may 
not feel so bad as he realizes that his anger is acknowledged. 
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(1 hate playing 
this game”? 


Children model their behavior on the 
many influences they are exposed to. 
Violent scenes on TV have been shown 
to have an effect, but also the way 
parents choose to correct a child’s 
behavior can lead him to act in mean 
or cruel ways. It has been shown that 
children who have been hit at home are, 
by the age of four, playing either victim 
or persecutor roles in their games. On 
the other hand, children who have not 
been disciplined harshly tend to play 
with kindness and cooperation. 
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Boundaries and behavior 


We have already described how harsh discipline actually hinders socialization, 
and is far more likely to result in a child becoming a thug than growing up 

to be a moral citizen. But what of the parents who fail to impose much 
discipline at all? Society is also peopled with children whose provocative 
behavior makes their parents’ life a misery. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Some parents are frightened to say a 
firm “No” because they fear that their 
child won't like them if they do. It is, 
however, vital that children are given 
clear “No's” in order to be able to 
develop morally and socially. The child 
who rarely meets a firm “No” from a 
parent often ends up feeling more 
powerful than, and disrespectful 
toward, his parent. But it is also 
frightening to a child if he feels that the 
grown-ups in his life are not in charge. 
What's more, the lack of parental 
boundaries over unacceptable behavior 
gives the child a very worrying 
message, that, “It's okay to hurt 
people, take things from them, swear, 
treat your mother terribly. Nothing 
really happens if you do.” 

The challenge is how to communicate 
very clearly to children that something 
is absolutely not acceptable, in ways 
that engage his higher brain and not 
the primitive systems of FEAR or 
RAGE, dominance or submission, 
deep in the ancient parts of his brain. 


Some parents find it difficult to set any boundaries at all. 
Often these are parents who have themselves suffered the 
legacy of very strict or punitive teachers or parents when they 
were children. As a result, they are adamant that they will 
never be like that with their own children, so they swing to 
the opposite extreme. When the child acts in a way that 
clearly needs a firm boundary, and an immediate 
consequence imposed, the parent may say something like, 
“Please don't do that dear. It’s not nice,’ but fail to take any 
action. The irony is that out of fear of being a bossy, 
controlling parent, you can get a bossy, controlling child. 
If there are no immediate consequences for antisocial 
behavior, you will get antisocial behavior. 


Here is what can happen if you don’t set 
boundaries with your child 
Your child can learn that he can control you, rather than 
seeing you as being the one in charge. See it from his point 
of view—if nothing much happens when you hit Mommy 
or kick the door, why would you want to stop releasing your 
anger this way? It can be exhilarating and make you feel very 
powerful. If you never set clear limits for unacceptable 
behavior, your child won't know where the limits are. 

The worry of this is that neuroscientists have found that 
the mere experience of emotion without reflection can result 
in it becoming an ingrained personality trait.* When a 


five-year-old thug reaches, say, nine or ten, he can be just too 
big to control physically, for example by being carried into 
another room. At this age, he can seriously hurt you and 
other family members. 


Children need to learn early on that they can’t 
control you 

Children need a model of discipline that is assertive, carries 
conviction, and is firm and clear, without being angry or 
shaming. They need to feel absolute conviction in your voice 
and body movement when you want something to stop, and 
an immediate consequence if they overstep your boundaries. 
There should be no discussion. If your voice is flat or weak, 
your child won't believe you mean it. 

Children are not born socialized and considerate of others. 
They need your help with the raging or controlling impulses 
in the more primitive parts of the brain, and this chapter is 
all about giving you the techniques to do it. 


When to be emotional... 

The first rule is to be very emotional with good behavior. For 
example, if your child is playing cooperatively, be lavish with 
your praise, “Wow, that was great when you let your brother 
share the toy. Good job being so kind!.” 


When to be matter-of-fact... 
By contrast, be very matter-of-fact and not at all emotional 
with bad behavior. For example, if a five-year-old splatters his 
dessert all over the table, say in a really low-key voice, “Hey, bad 
choice. That means you can't watch your DVD today. I hope 
you choose better next time.” Then stick with your decision. 
It’s very easy for parents to get this the wrong way around, 
because bad behavior is usually much more attention- 
grabbing than good behavior. They get very emotional when 
a child is being defiant or irritating, and are matter-of-fact or 
fail to notice when the child does something good, kind, 
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“My Daddy 
can’t control 
ne 


You need to be able to decide when 

to tread softly and when to take quick 
action. You can safely ignore or deal 
lightly with most things that are not 
dangerous, damaging, or hurtful. Firm 
discipline is needed when your child is 
in danger of causing damage to himself, 
to others, or to property. You need to be 
consistent in this from an early age to 
avoid future problems. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


If you give some control to a child 
in the form of offering him a choice 
over unimportant things like what 

to wear, he is less likely to fight you 
to get some control. For example, 
instead of yelling, “Put your coat 

on right now. | will not say it again,” if 
you ask light-heartedly, “Do you think 
this jacket will be warm enough, or 
should we find your big coat?,” he 

is more likely to get ready happily, 
rather than start a fight. 


generous, or creative. Using low-key responses for 
provocative behavior will help to keep your child calm. If you 
“lose it” with your child, you are in danger of triggering the 
primitive reptilian parts of his brain, which in the long run 
may be damaging to his developing social brain." 


Ignore attention-seeking behavior 
Ignoring is the appropriate response for things like kicking 
a chair leg or stomping down the stairs very loudly. These 
attention-seeking misdemeanors generally happen when 
a child is suffering from stimulation or recognition hunger 
(see page 179), perhaps because he feels he is losing your 
attention to a sibling, your smart phone, or a TV program. 
Or he may not be getting enough positive attention from 
you, such as praise and nice warm touches. 

If you don’t manage to ignore minor misdemeanors, 
a child soon learns that he gets loads of attention for 
provocative small acts. Often, the clue is the way that your 
child watches your face expectantly for a delicious display 
of angry parental feelings! To a child this means a whopping 
dose of attention in the form of “stop that” or “how dare you.” 
So try not to meet his eyes, and pretend not to see and hear. 
Instead, think about how to satisfy his stimulation or 
recognition hunger in creative ways. 


Have a clear set of family rules 

A clear set of family rules is a key way of satisfying your 
child’s structure hunger, and will also engage his higher 
brain. Not having rules, or rewards for sticking to them and 
penalties for breaking them, is quite frankly crazy. Rules, 

in both family and society, make children and adults alike 
feel safe, whereas a lack of them can lead to anarchy and 
mayhem. Rules help our higher brain keep aggressive feelings 
and dominating instincts in check which can so easily be 
triggered in the old mammalian and reptilian parts of our 
brain (see pages 16-17)—and the lack of them often leads to 


family members getting hurt, psychologically and physically. 
Rules lift everything out of the personal and into the objective. 
Rules are all about fairness, and people calm down when 
they feel things are fair. So make a list of rules and put them 
up in the home, where everyone can see—on the fridge for 
example. Rules may include items such as no hitting, 
swearing, or damage to property; respect for others; asking 
for help when you are hurting inside, instead of taking it out 
on someone else. Children need to know what the 
consequences are for breaking a rule, whether you use 
time-in (see page 233), the thinking stair or chair (see page 
235), the confiscation of a favorite toy, withdrawal of an 
activity such as screen time, or just imposing a chore. 


Use simple, clear words for young children 

As your children get older, they can appreciate explanations 
about certain behaviors in terms of fairness, the importance 
of respecting others, and developing a culture of generosity 
instead of meanness. But until their higher brain has developed 
enough, you are wasting your time. So with children under 
five, you need to give simple instructions. Get down to their 
level. Use a clear, authoritative (not angry) voice and say 
simply, “No, “Stop, “I mean it? and “If you do that again, the 
consequence will be....” If your child is hyperaroused and 
out-of-control, pick him up and hold him (see page 237). 
With high levels of physical arousal, he won't be able to focus 
on what you are saying, however simply it is expressed. 


Use choices and consequences 

This is a tried-and-true way of disciplining children, 
developed by Foster Cline, whose method of engaging the 
child’s higher thinking brain and not activating the FEAR 
or RAGE systems in the lower brain, has proved to be 
highly successful even with the most destructive and 
antisocial of children. It is appropriate for children five y 
ears old and over." 
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TRY THIS... 


Don’t reward rude, provocative, or 
attention-seeking statements with an 
angry outburst. Be calm and show 
yourself to be absorbed in whatever 
else you are doing at the time. 
This will give a child’s statement 
minimum not maximum impact, 
and therefore not reward it in any 
way. For example: 

Child, “Your hair is stupid.” 

Parent, “No kidding” (said with 
a really low-key voice and with your 
attention focused elsewhere). 


“(Children need 
to know what 

the consequences 
are for breaking 

a rule. ?? 
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TRY THIS... 


Make family rules based on the finest 
human qualities—goodwill, give and 
take, a culture of generosity, and respect 
for others. 

Make sure rules have a point and 
are appropriate; for example, pocket 
money and privileges have to be 
earned. Make sure rules are fair— 
children will be acutely aware of 
those that are not. 

Giving older children a say in family 
rules is a good idea, and most will be 
able to make a real contribution to the 
conversation. But offering premature 
democracy to children under five 
won't work because they don’t have 
the brain maturity to make these 
types of decisions. Children in this 
age group tend to see things in black- 
and-white and move into gruesome 
punishments for minor sins. For 
example, when asked by his parents 
what they should do after baby Eddie 
had bitten his nanny, Simon, five, 
said, “Put him in the garbage.” 

Remember to praise your children 
when they obey the rules, rather 
than just watching for when 
they break one. 


Providing choices and consequences goes something like this. 
William is jealous of his sister’s new birthday doll. He tries to 
damage the doll by stomping on it. His mom says that the 
consequence for William’s actions is to help with jobs in the 
home in order to earn pocket money, from an allowance, to 
buy another doll. This teaches William that there is a 
consequence to his behavior. Alternatively, William’s mom 
could offer a choice: William can choose to do jobs to buy 
another doll, or give his sister his own favorite toy—an 
exchange that William's little sister would be delighted with. 
William’s mom refuses to enter into any debate; this strategy 
avoids giving William a lot of attention and rewarding his bad 
behavior. Thinking about the choice moves William into his 
higher thinking brain. Eventually he chooses to do the jobs. 

Dont feel that you have to come up with an appropriate 
choice or consequence on the spot. If you pressure yourself 
to think quickly, your choices (and the consequences) may 
end up being crass, pointless, or something that doesn’t work 
for you. So give yourself time. For example, say, “I will have 
to think up a consequence for what you have done. I'll let 
you know when I have.” However, make sure consequences 
for behavior happen on the same day. Young children don't 
care about the future; they can’t really hold it in their mind. 
So avoid choosing a consequence like, “No trip to the movies 
this weekend.” 


Reward good behavior. 

Stickers, point systems, and privileges are all types of reward 
techniques that will engage and develop your child’s higher 
thinking brain, because they involve weighing the pros and 
cons of behaving in a certain way. Families who have no clear 
reward systems sometimes fall into giving the child a diet of 
criticism with much too little praise. Giving lots of attention 
for bad behavior results in more bad behavior. Lots of 
attention for good behavior results in lots of good behavior. 
It’s a simple formula, but very true. 
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Let's face it, there is arguably no such thing as unmotivated ( Lots of attention 
behavior. This is largely due to the fact that our brain is for good behavior 
designed we seek pleasure and avoid displeasure. As adults, results in lots of 
we are motivated to get up to go to work because we get ; 
the pleasure of money, job satisfaction, and social contact. good behavior. 
So the next time youre surprised that your child doesn’t It's a simple formula, 
leap at the idea of doing the dishes, remember he is acting but very true. ” 
normally because he may not see much of a reward in it 
for himself. 

Enjoying doing something for the good of others (for 
example, contributing to the effective running of the home) 
without needing a tangible reward is a developmental stage. 
So give your young child a break! At first, he may need 
rewards, such as a sticker or a point. For others, a big smile 


“Why should | clean up?” 


Mom has asked Jennie to clean up before | Mom says that if Jennie does not clean up, There has been no yelling, hitting, or 
they go to the movies, but Jennie is not the trip to see the movie is off. Therefore, in cajoling, but Jennie has cleaned up. Now 
interested. She thinks Mom will probably a low-key, but clear way, Mom is using Mom is ready to take her to the movie. 


give in and do it if she ignores the request. _ choices and consequences 
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TRY THIS... and “Good job” from Mom will be enough. As a child gets 
A change of emphasis involves older, he will move into more sophisticated forms of motivation, 
changing threats into promises. So such as pleasure from the sense of achievement gained from 
instead of saying in an angry voice, cooking a meal for the family, or at an even later developmental 
“If you don't clean your room, there stage, the pleasure of doing something out of love, which 


will be no screen time,” say in a warm 
voice, “I promise that if you clean 
your room, you can watch your DVD.” 


becomes a far greater pleasure than receiving a gift oneself. 
If you want to reward certain behaviors, such as acts of 


This simple, but vital shift can make kindness or the ability to share toys well, give the sticker as 
all the difference between a family soon afterward as possible, so that there is a real connection 
ruined by endless nagging and highly between what a child did and the pleasure of the reward. The 


i helpful chil : . . . . . 
motivated: helpful: children accumulation of stickers for a bigger reward is very effective. 


Making a chart and putting it up on the wall enables your 
child to see how many stickers he has earned, and is a visual 
prompt to you to keep praising him for what he has achieved. 
A good idea for a special treat is something like staying up a 


bit later at the end of the day, or a special outing to the park 
with Dad, or a little surprise gift. 

For older children or adolescents, rewards can work just 
as well, but this time points translate into cash. Your child 
will learn that if he wants pocket money, from, say, a weekly 


“1 Ook what NUT Lid, 
I’ve done!”? | Og 


ate 

Stickers are great for encouraging and ail oy 
rewarding good behavior. Let your child 4 ? 
put the stickers on a chart so he can see ip LD og” 
his progress. You could paint a series of ; \ J 
different-sized trees on a chart and make Ty ; 
a “magic carpet” marker. Each time as } S 
your child earns a “sticker,” the carpet i” A : y 
moves up to a higher tree. When the | { if { 
carpet reaches the tallest tree, your | ir | | | j 
child gets a treat. | oe 
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allowance, he must earn it and be careful not to lose it. 
Earning pocket money, from an allowance, is a great 
practice ground for learning to operate well in the adult 
world. He may be able to earn points by doing chores, and 
by obeying family rules over a period of time, or for acts 
of kindness. There are also clear penalties for losing points. 
If the child goes “broke,” important items such as his tablet 
will be taken, but he can then earn them back. 


Use thinking words 

When trying to instill socially acceptable behavior, some 
parents make the mistake of using fighting words. These 

are likely to overactivate primitive alarm and stress response 
systems in a child’s lower brain, which, as we've seen, can lead 
to personality problems with anger and/or anxiety in later 
life. Fighting words demand obedience but often incite in the 
child the opposite: namely, defiance and disobedience.” 

By contrast, thinking words engage the higher brain. 
Faced with screaming little-tyrant behavior (see pages190-94), 
for example, you might use the following thinking words, 
“Well, it looks like things aren’t going so well for you right 
now. When you get yourself to the point of being able to ask 
nicely, I'll be glad to listen” At this point, walk away with not 
another word. Fighting words would be, “Just another of your 
tantrums. If you knew what we did for you and we never get 
any thanks!” The former will make him think about what has 
happened; the latter is likely to trigger the RAGE system in his 
lower brain even more. 


Try some time-in 

Time-in is taking the time to sit with your child after a bout 
of bad behavior, to talk together about why he is behaving 
this way. Time-in is not giving attention to bad behavior, it is 
giving attention to the feelings that underlie the bad behavior, 
so that these can be resolved. Time-in acknowledges the fact 
that so much bad behavior results from a child having painful 
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Using choices and consequences 
with a defiant child will help to 
develop his frontal lobes’ capacity 
to reflect, consider, negotiate, and 
weigh options. It is important not 
to use yelling and commands, but 
to use a calm, quiet voice. 
Developed frontal lobes have the 
capacity for: 

reasoning, planning, reflecting, 
and thinking before acting 

¢ linking and connecting 

* negotiation 

problem solving. 

Commands are often an attack 
on the child’s dignity, leaving him 
feeling shamed or humiliated. 
Commands teach a child about 
submission and dominance—the 
kind of training that can create a 
bully (see page 222). 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


A child who is helped with time-in, 
instead of given a time-out, learns 
that his parent isn’t afraid of his big 
feelings and knows how to handle 
them. If we don’t use time-in, we are 
in danger of withdrawing from our 
children when they are most in need 
of adult understanding. The 
development of a child’s social brain 
includes the ability to be sensitive to 
others, empathize, and accurately 
imagine another person's emotional 
experience. Children can only develop 
their social brain if they have had social 
experiences where someone has been 
emotionally sensitive to them. 


feelings that he is not able to manage himself or to describe 
to you in words. You may need to find a creative way to 
encourage your child to talk about his feelings (see page 118). 
By contrast, time-out (the technique of putting a child in a 
room by himself behind a closed door when he has behaved 
badly, for a minute for every year of his age—so a six-year-old 
gets six minutes), may stop the bad behavior, but it does not 
give you, as a parent, the opportunity to find out what is 
making your child behave badly. Instead, the painful feelings that 
may have triggered the behavior often go underground. 
Weininger (an originator of the time-in technique) says 
about time-out, “We are in danger of withdrawing from a 
child just at the very time they need help with their feelings.” 
Over time, using time-in with your child can help him to 
change from angry, attention-seeking behavior to a more 
thoughtful and reflective way of being in the world.” 


Why time-out is never appropriate. 

Time-out is never appropriate for punishing children. Most 
children under five have their moments and will, from time 
to time, throw themselves on the floor in distress. Little ones 
may scream when they are being dressed (see page 182), or if 
another child takes a beloved toy. Loss like this when you are 
this young will activate the alarm systems in the brain, so it is 
sheer cruelty to put a child in a distressed state into time-out. 
If you do, you move into a double failure: you fail to comfort 
his distress, and punish him for having perfectly natural 
feelings of pain and loss. A child who experiences time-out is 
receiving the following very worrying psychological messages: 
« Passionate and painful feelings are not acceptable. 
Mommy or Daddy will punish me if I have them. I am only 
acceptable if I have mild feelings. 

¢ I should not ask for help from Mommy or Daddy when 

I am struggling with a painful feeling; they might get angry. 
We want to train children out of bad behavior, but we must 
be careful that while doing this we don’t train them out of 
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their passionate emotions, and therefore out of the capacity to « Time-out is sim ply 
feel life fully. Using time-out is also very worrying in terms about stoppi ng the 
a developing brain systems. The distiesved cries of sii behavior, so the 
disappointment, and rage need your emotional regulating ; . 
capacities as a parent. Research shows that if a child is left painful feelings 
alonge in a distressed state like this (for example, when left in that m ay have 

a time-out room), high levels of stress chemicals can wash triggered it can 

over his brain. He may stop crying, because you are getting go u ndergrou nd. ” 
angry with him, but research shows that his cortisol levels can 


remain sky high. 


The thinking-stair or chair technique 

This technique involves providing a place where your child 
can think about why what he has done is not okay. In 
addition to helping the child to calm down, this technique 
activates his higher thinking brain. It is a form of time-out, 
but it is not as severe, because your child is not left behind a 


“No one 
understands 
me?? 


Consider time-in not time-out. If you 
spend time listening to your child, you 
may be able to resolve the areas of 
conflict that lead to bad behavior 
before it occurs again. 


236 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


closed door. There is less of a feeling of isolation for your child, 
since he is separate, but not removed from the general 
hubbub of the house. This is less distressing than being 
confined to a room, but it can be difficult to manage if your 


child keeps leaving the stair or chair. A typical scenario might 
be dealt with like this: 


« The first stage is a warning, delivered in a firm, strong 
voice and bending down to his level. Say something like, 
“Sam, there's no swearing in this house. So if you swear 
again you will have to go and sit in the thinking chair” 
+ If he continues the bad behavior move into action. 
Gently take him to the thinking stair or chair. 


« After the allotted time, come back. Ask your child if he 


(Why did | 
do that??? 


To use the Thinking Stair or Chair 
technique, choose a place to sit that 
is boring, such as a quiet, unused 
room. The child needs to face the 
wall. This low level of stimulation 
offers a boundary to her. Ask your 
child to spend time thinking about 
her actions. Explain that she will stay 
there for, say, eight minutes (one for 
each year of age), and that you will 
come back for her at the end of this 


time. If she tries to leave the chair or 
stair, ask her to sit again. 
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is ready to talk nicely. If he says yes, then bring him back 
to play. If he repeats the behavior, repeat the technique. 

« If your child moves off the stair or chair, keep putting 
him back. With young children, you can calmly but firmly 
hold them in the chair, but not talk, while you do this.?° 

¢ With an older child, consider time-in instead (see page 
233) and take the opportunity to talk about the reasons 
behind his actions. 


Try using the holding technique. 

Holding your child when he is out of control in order to calm 
him down is not restraint. Instead, it entails providing him 
with the strong, safe, calm blanket of your enveloping arms. 
The primary function of holding is to give your child a sense 
of there being someone big and calm enough to be able to 
manage their intense feeling storms. When children are 
feeling “full of wildness that cannot be tamed”® and are not 
helped with their out-of-control hyperaroused states, it can 
be terrifying for them. Holding is appropriate for situations 
when a child is in danger of hurting himself, another person, 
or property, and when a clear “Stop!” isn’t working. The child 
is in such a high state of arousal that he can’t hear your words 
because the verbal centers of his brain are not registering. 


Only use holding if you are calm yourself. 

Holding is done with kindness and firmness. Just as a baby is 
soothed by being next to your calm body, your child will be 
calmed, too. Your mature bodily arousal system will regulate 
the child’s immature system. 

Never use this technique if you are fuming with anger, 
otherwise you will not be able to calm your child. Also, your 
child will feel punished and become more hyperaroused by 
your stress, rather than calmed. 

Only use holding with children who are smaller than you. 
It is not good for either of you if, in his wild state, a child 
hurts you or manages to get out of your arms. He will not 
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© Thinking words have many 
developmental benefits for your 
child because they develop your 
child’s higher thinking brain. 
Research shows that when a 
child is helped by a thoughtful 
adult to link words to feelings, 
brain pathways will form from his 
higher brain to his lower brain. 
These pathways are vital for his 
ability to manage strong feelings or 
stress well in later life. A vital part 
of emotional and social intelligence 
is the ability to find solutions for 
the stressful times in life when we 
are thrown into intense states of 
emotional arousal. 
Fighting words are bad for a 
child's brain because they demand 
blind obedience but often activate 
disobedience. If the FEAR system 
is activated a lot in the name 
of discipline, a child can suffer 
from anxiety disorders and social 
phobias in later life (see page 29). 
Demanding blind obedience will 
teach children about submission/ 
dominance. For some, it will 
activate the RAGE system in the 
lower brain. When this happens, 
a child may comply at the time, 
but his RAGE system is like a time 
bomb; it can go off at any time in 
his life. For some, it goes off on the 
playground and a child can move 
into bullying. Others contain it until 
adolescence, when it may manifest 
itself in self-harm or violence. 
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TRY THIS... 


If you have tried firm “No's” with 
your child and he is in danger o 
hurting himself or someone else 
through his behavior, then consider 

using the holding technique. Holding 
should be done when you are able to 
offer real calmness, so your child 
can benefit from your emotionally 
regulated body and brain system. 
A hyperaroused child can take 20 
minutes to calm down. Let him lie 
in your arms for a while afterward. 


feel contained and safe if he does. If there is any danger of 
this, don't use the technique. 

There is a clear technique to holding so that the child feels 
very safe and “emotionally held” If you improvise, you or 
your child could get hurt, or it just won't calm him down. 

« Find a place against a wall or sofa where you can get 
support. Sit on the floor. Make sure you remove your watch 
and any jewelry that could hurt your child as he struggles. 
Take your shoes off. 

+ Visualize yourself as a lovely warm, calm blanket. Fold 
your child’s arms in front of you and fold your arms on top 
of his. Gently, but firmly, hold his arms still. Bend your legs 
at the knees and fold them over his legs. This way he cannot 
kick. In this enveloping blanket, your child will feel safe, but 
not in any way hurt or trapped. If you are doing the technique 
correctly, you will, after a while, feel very calm too, almost in 
a meditative state. Give yourself plenty of time. 

« Say to the child, “I am just going to hold you here until 
you are calm again.” If a child is very out of control and if 
you are worried about being head-butted or bitten, put a 
cushion against your chest, or between his chin and your arms. 

¢ Children may try all kinds of things to get you to let go, 
saying, “I am going to wet myself” or “I need some water” If 
he goes into panic or genuine distress, let go. Otherwise, don't 
be fooled. If you have been fooled, you will know it because 
he'll go off grinning and triumphant. If he does, just haul 
him back. 

« Give your child enough time to reach a state of calm. 


Step-by-step discipline 

The problem with the way most discipline is applied is that it 
happens on the spur of the moment when parents are enraged 
by what they see their child doing. Without thought, they 
may move straight to the top level of censure. A better way 
is to begin with a low-level boundary, and only move to a 
stronger one if the one before isn’t working: 


¢ Boundary One. Parent, “James, please keep the paintbrush 
on the paper. For a lot of children this is quite enough. James 
respects the boundary and keeps the paintbrush away from 
the carpet. But what if he doesn’t? Then James is looking for 
a bigger boundary than this. 

¢ Boundary Two. Parent, “James, I really mean it. You have to 
keep the paintbrush on the paper.” The mother also puts her 
hands on James’ shoulders, “James. Do you understand?” For 
a lot of children this is quite enough. James doesn't do it 
again. But imagine James is looking for a bigger boundary 
than this and begins to paint on the wall. 

« Boundary Three. Parent, “James, go and sit on the thinking 
chair please. After eight minutes, I will come and ask you how 
you will make up for what you have done.” James goes to sit 
in the chair. He then says he will clean the wall. 

« Alternative Boundary Three. Parent, “You'll now have to 
clean the paint off the wall and spend some time with me 
cleaning the kitchen cabinets.” However, this time James is 
looking for a bigger boundary still and flies into a rage, with 
paint flying everywhere. 

¢ Boundary Four. Parent moves into holding technique. “You 
seem very intent on making me angry. So I will hold you 
until you have calmed and are ready to tell me how you will 
make up for what you have done.” James kicks and screams. 
The parent keeps on holding him. Eventually James and his 
parent agree that he will wash the wall and then help in the 
kitchen to say he is sorry. Such behavior would also benefit 
from some time-in after it has passed. 


But why do some children repeatedly look for 
such a strong boundary? 

It can happen because the child has been winning battles 
early on at two and three years old because of weak or no 
boundaries. All young children need to lose this battle 
gracefully because if they win, they can feel more powerful 
than their parents. On one level this may feel very exciting, 
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CASE STUDY 


Don’t resort to time-out 

Time-out can damage parent-child 
relationships. For example, a six-year- 
old who is always being put in a 
time-out for the slightest offence may 
start to prefer it to the company of 
her repeatedly critical mother. One 
day, Martha was put in a time-out for 
refusing to finish an overly large 
portion of spaghetti. As her mother 
closed the door, she heard Martha 
say, “Phew; time away from my 
Mommy who is bad to me.” 

When her mother opened the door 
after six minutes to say, “You can 
come out, Martha.” Martha replied, 
“| don't want to, thanks.” She had 
found some string and was happily 
making it into a spider's web. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Before you discipline your child, 
consider whether he is entirely 
responsible for his actions. Have 
you given him enough one-on-one 
attention recently? Does he need to 
get outside to let off some steam? 
Spending regular one-on-one time 
with a parent can help to avoid 
trying times in the first place. 


“(Children want to 
know that the adults 
in their life are in 
charge. Then they 
can feel safe. ?? 


but it is also very frightening to them. Children like this 
begin to test you more and more. They are looking for 
stronger and stronger boundaries, because they want 

to know that the adults in their life are in charge. Then 
they can feel safe. 

If you feel that you have tried everything and your 
relationship with your child is troubled, then discipline 
techniques may improve his behavior, but they won't heal 
your relationship. A great way forward is to see a parent- 
child therapist or a family therapist. 


How should you respond to conflicts 


in your relationship with a child? 


You need to regulate anger and handle conflicts in gentle, 

positive ways.** Acknowledge that whatever the child is 

feeling toward you is real for them at that moment, even 

if to you it feels unjust or irrational. For example, if 12-year- 

old Jasmine, angry with her father, says, “Dad, you never 

listen to me. You just nag me. I hate you for that,” a defensive 

response from her dad could be, “Yes I do listen, I am always 

listening to you.” However, for an empathic response he 

should acknowledge Jasmine’s perception and respond with, 

“So it feels like I have not been able to hear the most 

important things you need me to know—as if I have been 

deaf to you somehow. No wonder you are upset with me 

if you feel that. Will you let me listen to you now, Jasmine?” 
With younger children often the best thing to do is 

to cross the transaction with humor. For example, if an angry 

toddler says, “Go away,’ don’t respond with “How 

dare you tell me to go away.” Instead try, “Ah, we have 

a problem because I am a hungry tiger who likes eating 

toes!” and proceed to pretend to do so in a funny voice 

and with funny movements. 


Key points 
¢ Correcting behavior with anger, 
criticism, and commands can lead 


to oversensitive RAGE and/or FEAR 
systems in your child's lower brain. 


¢ Ignoring your child’s bad behavior, 
and giving him lots of attention 
when he behaves well, always gets 

a good result. 


¢ Time-in helps you understand why 
your child is behaving badly. 


e Family rules and clear boundaries 
help children feel secure. 


¢ Choices and consequences engage 
your child’s thinking brain instead 

of activating FEAR and RAGE systems 
in his lower brain. 


e Disciplining your child in ways that 
uphold his dignity is a great gift in 

terms of his future mental health and 
his social and emotional intelligence. 


Ri 


a 


the best 
relationship 


with your child 


Research shows that special relationship times are 
as important for an eight-year-old as they are for an 
eight-month-old. So how can parents have the best 
possible relationship with their children? In this 
chapter we show you show how to make the most 
of the precious time you have with your children. 
There's a whole host of practical and fun-packed 
ideas—all backed by brain science—designed not 
only to enrich parent-child relationships while 


children are young, but to be an investment for life. 
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How to make the best 
connection 


The best relationships form from making the best connections and communicating 
right from the beginning. But how do you do this? There is evidence that on 
average mothers have an hour a day quality parent-child time with their children, 
and fathers a little over half an hour.' Good communication is vital not only for 
bonding, but also for a child’s brain development. You can start connecting with 
your baby before she is born, and continue as she grows. 


DID YOU KNOW... 


© For most families, the average 
amount of parent-child quality time 
is about one hour a day for mothers 
and 35 minutes for fathers. 


© More than a third of parents 
think they don’t spend enough time 
with their children. 


© Sixty-five percent of parents say 
they play only occasionally with 
their children. 


© One in six fathers say they do not 
know how to play with their child. 


© One third of fathers say they 
don’t have the time to play. 


© Two-thirds of conversations 
between parents and children 
are about daily routine.> 


Make connections in pregnancy 


Mothers-to-be often gently rub their abdomen to try to 
soothe and regulate a kicking fetus. Many parents-to-be also 
talk and sing to their unborn child. These are all forms of 
communication, yet you may wonder, “Is there any point? 
Does it benefit my child?” 
The answer is “yes.” We know that very young fetuses have 
a social need and social interest. Research has shown that 
twins communicate with each other from around 14 weeks 
of gestation, with movements specifically aimed at each other. 
Maternal voice and touch (through rubbing the abdomen) 
are powerful stimuli that produce definite responses from a 
fetus that can be seen in arm, head, and mouth movements— 
these are more obvious in older fetuses (third trimester) than 
younger ones (second trimester). A fetus’s, auditory system 
is functional at 25 weeks’ gestation, but only with some 
frequencies. Scans show fetuses smiling at calming music 
or songs and scowling or grimacing at loud raucous sounds: 
they clearly hate loud, discordant music and enjoy soothing 
music.? Babies have been shown to recognize a melody 
months after the birth following extensive exposure to it in 
the last trimester.* 


Communication benefits the mother, too 
Communicating with your baby via gentle stroking of the 
abdomen is good for you, too. A woman's mood is better after 
an abdominal massage, and what's good for her is good for 
her baby.® Massage in pregnancy has many benefits, see right, 
as does massage during labor, preferably from your partner. 
Labors were on average three hours shorter with less need for 
medication when partners massaged a woman's back and legs 
from a sideways position during the first 15 minutes of every 
hour of labor. Newborns whose mothers were massaged had 
lower cortisol levels than babies of women who weren't.’ 


The best connection with a newborn 
Research shows that mother and baby skin-to-skin contact 
immediately after birth offers the infant the best first meeting. 
In Sweden, it is now routine for hospitals to facilitate this. 
Skin-to-skin contact stimulates the sensory nerves in the 
skin, which triggers the release of the hormone oxytocin 
(see page 87). Asa result: 

« Mother and child feel a deep sense of well-being. 

« Mother-baby bonding and attachment is improved. 

« Babies cry less. 

« Mothers are less anxious and more attentive and attuned to 
their baby’s needs. 

« Babies breathe more easily. 

« Babies are able to leave the hospital sooner. 

¢ Quality of breast milk improves.® 

Infants who had skin-to-skin contact within two hours 

of birth were found to be far calmer, more emotionally 
regulated, and better at socializing by the age of one, than 
those who didn’t. Amazingly, by the of age 10, children who 
as premature infants had skin-to-skin contact after birth 
were still showing lower stress hormone levels, had a more 
regulated bodily arousal system (ANS), slept better, had better 
cognition, and had a better relationship with their mothers 
than babies only taken care of in incubators.? 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Massage in pregnancy is great for 
you and your relationship with your 
baby. Research shows that just 

20 minutes a week for five weeks 
can have the following benefits for 
women and babies (although | 
would suggest one hour per week): 
© Decreased depression and 
anxiety. 

© Less leg and back pain. 

© Lower maternal cortisol levels. 

© Decrease in excessive fetal activity. 
© Fewer prenatal complications. 

© Seventy-five percent lower 
prematurity rate. 

© Labors were on average three 
hours shorter with less need for 
medication. 
© Incidence of low birth weight 
was 80 percent lower. 
© Babies had lower cortisol levels 
at birth. 
© Newborn babies performed 
better on the Brazelton Neonatal 
Behavioral Assessment. 

© Mothers enjoyed better bonding 
with their babies. ® 
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DID YOU KNOW... 


Delivery by cesarean section can 
follow a period of labor or, in the case 
of an elective cesarean, bypass labor 
entirely. Sadly, in neither situation will 
you enjoy the natural release of 
oxytocin (the bonding hormone) that 
occurs during a vaginal birth when the 
baby's head is pushing against the 
cervix. In addition, epidural pain relief 
blocks the nerves that trigger oxytocin, 
which means that mothers who have 
epidurals will have lower levels of 
oxytocin during labor." So the “best 
connection” can be missing in these 
circumstances. 
As a result, some parents just don’t 
fall head-over-heels in love with their 
baby, and then worry about that. 
However, don’t despair. Once 
you start breast-feeding, oxytocin 
begins to flow and your levels will 
soon be the same as those in 
women who had a natural childbirth. 
Research also shows that immediate 
or early skin-to-skin contact after a 
cesarean section can help initiate 
breast-feeding, reducing time to 
the first breast-feed, which helps 
bonding and maternal satisfaction, 
and reduces newborn stress." 


To make the best connection at night—ditch the 
pajamas. Oxytocin is triggered by skin-to-skin 
contact. If you both wear clothes in bed they form 
an insulating layer or barrier between you, which 
blocks the skin's sensory nerves, counteracting the 
effect of the closeness. The same is true if you 
co-sleep with a toddler (see page 74). 


There seems to be a vital, but very short, developmental 
window of opportunity after delivery.’ Most importantly, if 
a full-term baby is placed on her mother’s chest within one 
or two hours of birth, she won't need to be “put on the 
breast”; these babies find the breast themselves and 
instinctively attach to it."3 Sadly too few women know this 
and many become very stressed trying to get their baby 

to latch on and nurse because they missed this very precious 
window of opportunity. 


Best conversations with a newborn 

I don't need to state the obvious that the more you talk to 
your new baby the better. But, of course, with all of today’s 
technology it’s very easy to fall prey to the allure of music 
via earphones, or social media contact via a smartphone or 
tablet, while you are feeding your baby, for example. This 

is just at a time when a baby’s frontal lobes need optimal 
stimulation from relationship interactions in order to bring 
about the best possible social, emotional, and cognitive 
functions. At birth, babies can see only (10-12in) 20-30cm 
away. Get out a ruler—that'’s the distance from your breast to 
your face. However, they can hear well. Talk to your baby 


whenever she’s awake, whether she’s in your arms, her 
crib, or her carriage or stroller (see right). 


Conversations with your older baby 
Talking to your baby really helps language development. 
Poor language is linked to behavior problems even in 
young children; two out of three language-delayed three- 
year-olds have behavior issues. 


For the best conversations, try baby signing 
You can start when your baby is between six- and nine- 
months old and continue right up to three years and beyond if 
your child is enjoying it. Baby signing uses a combination of 
manual signs and gestures to support speech—many of these 
are pictorial images of the words they represent. Unlike 
conventional signing, which uses signs without speaking, you 
say the word at the same time as making a sign. Your baby 
will watch your signs, and start to use them. 

« What the research says Baby signing has implications long 
after a child has stopped using it. Infants who sign speak in 
sentences earlier than nonsigners and it improves language 
and cognitive ability. By the age of three, signers were talking 
as well as children a full year older, and by the age of eight 
they scored significantly higher in IQ tests than nonsigners."® 
¢ Using baby signing If you wearily think, “Oh, not another 
thing to do, don't worry. You only need to have about 20 key 
words to sign effectively; importantly, these must include 
“sad” and “happy.” Learn the basics such as, “please” and 
“thank you” and “more,” and then words for the important 
events in your child’s life, such as “eat” and “drink” and “all 
gone.’ Use some feeling words and phrases such as: “I love 
you,’ “hug,” “sorry,” “pain,” “hurt; “angry,” and “scared” 
Many tantrums happen because children simply don’t have 
words for their feelings. Always say a word as you sign it, 
speak slowly, and show delight when your child attempts 
to sign back. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


Research by Suzanne Zeedyk, at the 
University of Dundee, Scotland, has 
found that stroller design influences 
parent-infant interaction. For a long 
time people thought that child 
transportation methods didn't really 
matter, as long as children are safe and 
comfortable, but the research is clear.® 
If the baby faces her parent: 

© A baby’s bodily arousal systems are 
more regulated. 

© There is a better connection between 
parent and child (eye contact/smiling). 
© Parents speak to their babies more 
than twice as much as those with 
forward-facing strollers, and parents 
and infants are more likely to laugh. 

© Babies are calmer. 

© If parents were talking to them, 
children are more likely to be 

“talking” back. 

If the baby doesn’t face her parent: 

© Parental speech drops by half 

and infant speech by a third. 

© Children who try to seek out 
parents’ attention by turning around 
or crying often fail to obtain it. 

© Many parents use their 
smartphones! 
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Communication strategies 


As shown in Chemistry of love & joy (see pages 84-125), it’s so easy to be too 
intrusive or too withdrawn in our interactions with infants. As a result, children 
don't want to make eye contact and often close off. It can be hard to get a baby to 
reengage since she loses trust in your ability to offer her a really sensitive attuned 
response. Research shows that mis-attunement in early parent-child relationships 
can even show up 12 years later in too high cortisol levels, particularly in boys.” 


CASE STUDY 


Avoid questioning or leading 
Molly's mother makes some very 
common mistakes when playing 
with her baby: she choses the toys 
and leads the play, which activates 
stress hormones for the child 


Mom: “Look Molly what is this? 
It's a red block. Put it with the red 
ones. What is this? A blue block. 
Now put the blue block with the 
other blue ones. Come on Molly, 
you try, like this. You try now.” 


Molly feels intruded on and 
expected to perform. She bursts 
into tears and throws the blocks 
across the room. 


Key ways to connect 


There are several possible strategies to connect with young 
children—or reengage if you need to. Each one is designed to 
support the best communication with children under five to 
ensure the most sensitive attunement."* A key technique— 
observe, wait, and listen, known as “owling” (see opposite), 
ensures that you attune to your infant in the best way 
possible. “copying and commenting” where you comment and 
track your child's play, is also effective. 


Communicate through copying and commenting 
Let your child choose the toy she wants to play with from the 
selection you have put out. Then observe, wait, and listen. 
When she engages with a toy, meet her delight—see opposite. 
If an older child is painting, a possible communication could 
run like this, “Can I play with you? What would you like me 
to do?” If she hands you a brush or sponge, gently touch her 
back or pat her foot occasionally as you play. A commenting 
strategy would be to say something like, “Oh, so you are 
putting the red paint on the sponge now. And now you are 
drawing some lovely lines on the paper.’ Always praise her, 
“Wow, what a beautiful picture. Thank you so much” 

« Copying strategy means using sounds or movements while 
she’s playing. So if she is hitting two toy ducks together, you 
pick up two toy ducks and do the same. 
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¢ Comment on what your child is doing—do not ask 
questions. Don't just parrot her back, though; gently build on 
the length of her sentences. Track her play and don't question 
any of her actions; use playtime to help language development. 
If a child speaks in single words, for example, “water,” respond 
in two or three word phrases, so say, “water in bucket.” If she 
talks in two-word phrases, respond with longer ones. So if she 
says “water falling,” you can respond with “Yes. Water falling 
on Maddie's hands.” If she moves to a different activity, follow 
her and continue to comment. This way you are not only 
sustaining her interest in an activity, which is vital for her 
self-esteem, but you're also creating a feeling of “I can make 
good things happen in the world—what I am doing is so 
important, Mommy is commenting on it.’ Research shows 
that a parent’s verbal attention-focusing behavior in play 
increases the child’s sustained attention, exploratory and 
social skills, language skills, and symbolic play competence.”° 


“Observe, wait, and listen” 


“Use play to 
help language 
development by 
gently building 
on the length of a 


child’s sentences. )? 


Mom offers Stanley, six months, a wooden Stanley thinks about it—remember, thought 
spoon to play with and put it on the table —_ processes and therefore decision processes are 
in front of him. Mom sits at the table much much slower in infants than in adults. 
opposite Stanley and observes, waits, and Mom leaves her hands on the table and waits. 
listens (or OWLs). No pressure Stanley—take your time. 


When Stanley goes for it, Mom still 
observes, waits, and listens. When he 
engages with it she praises him, meeting 
him in intense arousal state with her voice! 
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How to have the best 
conversations 


Professionals often use a program called the “parent-child game,” to ascertain the 
emotional health of a family culture or parent-child relationship. Research shows 
that in troubled parent-child relationships, which can result in badly behaved 
children, commands are often a common mode of interaction. By this I mean that 
their “conversation” includes frequent orders—“do this,’ “don't do that; and lots of 
“no” and “stop.” Commands trigger a child’s RAGE, FEAR, or PANIC/GRIEF 
systems. Many commands also shame the child, releasing high levels of cortisol. 


If you make sure that you give your child 
quality moments every day through praises and 
play, and keep commands and criticisms to a 
minimum, his brain habituates to optimal levels 
of antiagression and well-being chemicals. As a 
result, he'll rarely need disciplining because he 
just won't be interested in fighting with you. 


Avoid commands at all costs 


Overall, you can't have “best relationships” in a house of 
repeated commands since the biochemical basis of commands 
will eventually make everyone miserable. In a household 
where interactions are about commenting, choices, and 
playful parenting there will be lots of laughter. In addition, 
the more “commands” a child gets, the more oppositional and 
defiant they can become. ”' 


Use comments and choices instead 

Parents who transact mainly through commands often do 
because that’s how their parents interacted with them when 
they were children. Sometimes they are simply short on 
resources for alternatives. When parents are helped to interact 
in other ways, for example, using “comments” (psychologist 
Sue Jenner refers to these as “attends”) or choices, the 
biochemical basis of the entire family culture can change 

and the best relationships can result (see also page 130). 

« The difference between commands and comments Three- 
year-old Daisy comes to the table clutching her favorite frog 
puppet, asking for the frog to be fed, too. A command-led 
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parent might say, “Put your frog down, Daisy. We are eating 
now, and the result is that Daisy cries. In contrast a comment 
response would be, “Oh! You are bringing frog to the table. 
Hello frog!!! How are you today? You're hungry too I hear!” 

¢ Enjoy conversations through child-led play Commands 
can blight parent-child playtime, too. In parent-led play, 
commands, control, and criticism figure greatly. This is likely 
to deactivate opioids in the child’s brain, making her feel 
miserable. This can result in the troubled or withdrawn 
behavior often found in family cultures with lots of 
commands and criticism. On the other hand, child-led play 
(see page 248) means following the child, not teaching her, 
and your attention releases well-being chemicals in her brain. 
¢ Monitor the ratio of commands and criticism to 
commenting and praise Sue Jenner has found that if a 
family culture means six commands/criticism to only one 
praise or “attend,” you are heading for “oppositional-defiant” 
disorder or other mental health problems in a child. If things 
suddenly feel tense, miserable, or far too serious at home with 
no play, watch the number of commands that you use and 
also pay attention to how other family members, for example 
your partner or relatives, interact with your child. If they are 
using too many commands draw their attention to it. 

¢ Offer “Choices” rather than “No’s” where you can. A “no” 
can be so shaming for a child and close her down, so keep them 
to an absolute minimum. They are only necessary for serious 
immediate needs, for example to stop a child who is about to 
run into the street. Remember, the wonderful brain chemical 
dopamine (that enables expansive, curious, and spontaneous 
feelings) can so easily be blocked by the stress hormones 
triggered when a child is reprimanded in a critical way. 

Use of choices provides a nonshaming way of giving your 
boundaries while ensuring that you don't blight the child’s 
SEEKING system (see Chemistry of drive & will, pages 
126-43). Instead of saying “No”’—try, “You can't do that... but 
what you can do is...”’—it will make a difference. 


CASE STUDY 


Atrip to a lunch spot goes wrong 


Dad and his 


five-year-old daughter 


are on a treat to eat lunch out. Dad 


manages to 
daughter in 


give 25 commands to his 
just 20 minutes, and no 


comments, or praise. His commands 


go like this, 


“Sit up straight in your 


chair please; Wipe your hands now; 


Sit up straig! 
food—| am 


ht; Stop playing with your 
not going to tell you 


again, is that clear?; Don’t tap your 
fork on the table or you'll be in 


trouble; Sto 
| don’t want 
don't want t 
it; We won't 
you behave 

When the 


p playing with the sugar— 
to say it again; If you 

he ice cream don’t ask for 
be coming here again if 
ike this.” 

little girl starts to speak, 


“Daddy, Daddy—oh um ah—l’ve 


forgot what 
response is 


wanted to say,” the 
“So just say what you 


want to say!” and she falls silent. 


By this time 


tearful, she says, “But 


Daddy, I’m not doing anything wrong, 
| am just sitting down.” And she is 
absolutely right... 


The dad who wants the best 
relationship with his child would bring 
a toy or puppet with him to satisfy his 
daughter’s stimulation-hunger (see 
page 179) during the meal. Boredom 
triggers stress hormones in children, 
which they can’t manage without some 
form of physical release (fidgeting, 


climbing on 
table). Then 
well and prai 


the seat, going under the 
congratulate her for sitting 
se her for eating. Tell her 


she can come here again because 
she's showing great big-girl behavior. 
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Quality time 


Every parent wants the best quality time with their children. Parents know intuitively 
what it means to have a relational moment with their child, and also know when they 
have had a day without any because they have been caught up in other activities. It is 
not only a sad loss for the child, but it’s sad for the parents, too. 


DID YOU KNOW... 


Attachment play triggers laughter. 
Laughter is a physiological response 
that activates reward pathways in the 
brain. It is known to improve immune 
function; lower blood pressure; reduce 
stress; and trigger opioids.’ Research 
has found that people laugh 30 times 
more when there are other people 
around than when alone. As American 
neuroscientist Robert Provine said, 
“The essential ingredient for laughter 
is not a joke, but another person.” 


You may feel guilty if this happens to you, but give yourself a 
break. Juggling all the pressures between work and home life, 
it's amazing any parent manages any quality time with their 
child at all. In fact, statistics show that women with children 
under three years old work an average of 90 hours per week 
when the demands of the job, household chores, and child 
care are added up.” 


Attachment play for best quality time 
The good news is that attachment play (where you usually sit 
or stand opposite each other for optimum eye contact) 
guarantees plenty of relational moments between you. 
Attachment play can be any activity where your relationship 
is the absolute focus, and it can happen over short periods of 
time. I am not saying that attachment play is better, say, than 
spending the day together on a trip to the zoo or park—your 
child needs both. It’s good to think in terms of “quality 
moments” not just “quality time” 


How does attachment play help? 
Attachment play helps brain development because it activates 
two of those powerful systems in your child’s lower brain: the 
CARE (attachment) system and the PLAY system (see page 
29). The play might include toys, but only to facilitate fun in 
the interactions between you—your games should involve 
deeply intimate face-to-face times. 

This type of play optimizes the chances of “real” moments 
of meeting between a parent, or caregiver, and a child. It brings 


together many of the ways in which we connect joyfully— 
through touch, music, rhythm, humor, and imagination. 

It includes the key factors that make people feel connected, 
such as eye contact, touch, being attuned and listened to, 
warmth, interested facial expression, open posture, and a 


playful tone of voice. 

Attachment play is vital for positive self-esteem—seeing 
you are wonderful in the eyes of the other—which can only 
be attained through relational moments. It also helps develop 
a child’s capacity for spontaneity and her trust in human 
relationships. Your reaction to her says: you have my full 
attention; I delight in being with you; and you are delightful. 


Why can’t my child just play with friends, 

or by herself? Can't | just give her good toys? 

I am not saying it has to be one or the other—every type of 
play has different benefits. However, research shows that 
attachment play offers emotional regulation and so enhances 
higher brain functioning and habituates the brain to optimal 


Let your child lead the game. Sit so that 
you are at your child’s level, that way you 
can really make eye contact and respond 
to each other. Attachment play provides 
amazing moments of meeting and 
connecting joyfully. 


“| look into 
your face and 
find myself 
as delightful 
there.” 


Babies love clapping and action games. 
You can play a variety of games together— 
babies love to copy your actions, and it’s 
how they learn, too. Sing along to nursery 


rhymes and clap out the rhythm—comment 
on what your child is doing at the same 
time since it helps sustain her interest. If 
your baby can’t clap yet, hold her hands in 
yours and follow the rhythm movements 
for her. 


“(When [children] 
see their specialness 
reflected in your 
eyes, they see it in 
themselves. ?? 


Helen Reiss 


levels of the well-being chemicals—opioids and oxytocin (see 
Your child’s brain in your hands, pages 14-33). While 
children are good playmates for each other, they just don't 
have the frontal-lobe maturity to be able to offer each other 
the emotional regulation that an adult can provide in 
attachment play. Emotionally regulating a child in high- 
arousal positive states helps her long-term capacity for 
spontaneity, exuberance, and true expansiveness. 


So what are good attachment play activities? 

Sit on the floor or a beanbag or put your child on your lap. 

It is important that you can both make eye contact. 

« Clapping games such as “Patty-cake” are fun for infants 
and young children. 

« Lap games are great for children under five. With infants, 
try nursery rhymes where you can lift them in the air. Lay an 
older child across your lap and say, “I’m a bouncy school bus. 
Up and down we go!” 
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e Face-to-face play develops that attachment relationship. 
When parents are good playmates, infants naturally engage in 
face-to-face play, but with older children try the “sticker on 
the nose” game. Ask “Can I have a red sticker on my nose? 
Can I have a blue one on my chin?” then swap. Or make face 
noises: make a bleep sound when the child presses your nose. 
« Play games that stimulate imagination. Use bubbles (see 
who can pop them with different body parts); or balloons 
(count how long you can both keep one up in the air). Keep a 
puppet in your bag that you can play an attachment game with 
on a boring bus trip. If you make your voice interesting, children 
under five will enter into the fantasy. Choose puppets with 
moveable mouths because they are more expressive. 

¢ Music attachment play triggers the nucleus accumbens 

(a small area deep in the brain), which engages the emotion 
processing parts of the brain, triggering reward chemicals so 
you will both end up feeling good together.* Babies and young 
children really enjoy playing with pots and pans and spoon 
band games (play background music, too). Children over five 
find these fun if set to funky music. For older children, use a 
large gathering drum and take it in turns to bounce a ball on 
the drum and then catch it in a person’s hat. 


DID YOU KNOW... 


Why drumming together is 

so powerful? 

Drumming activates the caudate 
nucleus, which triggers warm 
prosocial feelings toward other 
people. | have found that 
drumming attachment play 
between parent and child is hugely 
popular at any age. When you look 
at what drumming together (not 

a child drumming by herself), does 
to the brain it's not hard to see 
why—it has been shown to: 

© Induce relaxation 

© Enhance theta-wave patterns 

in the brain 

© Lower blood pressure 

© Reduce stress 

© Trigger the release of calming 
chemicals 

© Boost the immune system 

© Increase cancer-killing cells.?5 


Research shows that after 
drumming together, children were: 
¢ Less withdrawn 

© Less hyperactive 

© Less oppositional—defiant 

© In addition, their attention was 
improved because there was a 
marked improvement in social 

and emotional behavior. 


Big umbrella houses Each person makes a cosy 
house with cushions and snacks. One taps 
“rain” on the other person’s umbrella and is 
invited in. Alternatively, he puts on a duck hat 
saying he’s a duck, then both players do a duck 
dance around the umbrellas. Then switch roles. 


256 WHAT EVERY PARENT NEEDS TO KNOW 


Activities that release 
well-being brain chemicals 


It's important to acknowledge when things are not good between the two of you. 
Maybe you had a disagreement or work is stressful, so you are too sharp with your 
child or too emotionally unavailable. There might be just too many stress hormones 
floating around, making one or both of you irritated, “shouty,’ and/or stressed. If you 
start to think “brain biochemically” you'll know that you have the power to change 
your biochemical state in support of your relationship with your child. 


“(We can choose 
activities and 
pursuits that release 
the oxytocin stored 
in Our own inner 
medicine cabinet... 
This natural healing 
nectar provides an 
antidote to the 
negative effects of 
a fast-paced lifestyle 
marked by stress 
and anxiety. ?? 


Kersten Uvnas Moberg 


By opting for an activity that triggers well-being chemicals 
you can change your mood and/or your child’s, healing any 
relationship rupture. Pick activities that support you both 
biochemically—those that lower too high stress hormone 
levels and trigger the release of oxytocin and opioids. 


Offer to give your child a foot massage or back rub 
Parents who want the best relationships should continue 
giving their child massages way past the baby-massage stage. 
Research at the University of Virginia, found that even 
holding hands with someone you love can stop the stressful 
reactions in your brain.’ It has also been shown that massage 
triggers oxytocin, which not only reduces anxiety and fear, 
but also builds a person's desire to be near to and relate 

to others.” 

« Massage is always best on bare skin since sensory receptors 
in the skin communicate to the brain, triggering well-being 
chemicals and therefore calm the body and mind (see pages 
46-47). Recent research has found that so called “C-tactile 
fibers” in the skin respond to soft and caressing strokes given 
at medium pressure and medium speed. They activate a part 
of the brain called the insula that triggers feelings of well- 
being, happiness, empathy, and trust.” 
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Get in warm water together 

Those sensory nerves in the skin are also stimulated by heat. 
Take a bath together or, if your child is over five years old, you 
could try a jacuzzi or hot tub only if it’s set at a safe 
temperature. It makes me angry that hotel and public pools are 
usually for “adults only”; they just need to turn the temperature 
down to 96.8° F—98.6° F (36-37°C) to allow children access. 
Hot tubs and jacuzzis are never safe children under five. 


Try a sensory room or tent 


, Play in a sensory room stimulates well- 
Sensory rooms or tents are perfect for the release of well- being chemicals. If you have room for 
being chemicals in your and your child’s brains. These small one, set it up away from the normal play 

area (maybe in a garage or shed). Add extra 
light-up toys to it. Keep a sensory room for 
the lights and music activate oxytocin.3® You can buy them special Mommy-and-me or Daddy-and-me 


time only, becauseb that way it keeps its 


dark spaces have beautiful soft lighting and calming music— 


(check the Internet), or make your own by throwing a sheet 


specialness; novelty triggers production of 
of blackout material over a few chairs. the reward chemical dopamine. 
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A Daddy-and-me (or Mommy-and-me) trip 
to the park can benefit both you and your 
child. Add in some attachment play 
together and you both benefit from the 
quality time with real relational moments. 


Go for an outing together in a green space 

Mental fatigue from stressful family life and urban 
environments can be calmed by you and your child venturing 
into green spaces, such as the park or out into the country. If 
it’s summer, go for a special Daddy-and-me or Mommy- 
and-me picnic. Research has revealed improvements in a 
child’s attention and concentration levels after being in nature 
for only 20 minutes. Green-play settings were found to be as 
good as, or better than, medication for children with ADHD 
even after as little as 20 minutes’ exposure. There is also 
evidence that a walk together in green space: 

« Calms the body (lowering blood pressure and cholesterol 
levels for example) and lowers cortisol levels. 

« Positively impacts brain-wave patterns, bringing about 
higher meditative states and lower frustration levels. 

¢ Calms the bodily arousal system. 

« Is associated with a lower frequency of stress symptoms 
including digestive illnesses and headaches.*" 


Key points 


¢ Make the best connections 
from the very beginning by 
communicating with your baby 
during pregnancy. 


¢ Avoid commands at all costs. 
Offer your child lots of playful 
parenting every day and avoid 
asking questions as she plays. 


¢ Offer your child lots of adult- 
accompanied play; sit opposite 
her at her level, comment on 
what she is doing, and copy and 
attune to the sounds and 
movements she makes. 


¢ Think “brain biochemically,” by 
choosing quality-time activities 
that support the activation of 
well-being chemicals. 


e Make some time every day for 
activities where your relationship 
together is the absolute focus. 


Taking care 


Parenting is one of the most stressful jobs there is. 
Alongside the wondrous, delightful, and profoundly 
fulfilling times, you will also experience interrupted 
sleep and extreme tests of your patience and 
temper. Your job is to help your child with a whole 
range of feelings, from tantrums and rage to 
excitement and joy. In order to be a calm, loving, 
and empathic parent you need to take good care of 
yourself. This means recognizing when you're 
feeling low and seeking the support and the time 


you need to restore mental and physical balance. 
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Stress-free pregnancy 


It’s important to take care of yourself emotionally as well as physically when 
you are pregnant. Your emotional state can affect the development of your 
unborn child’s brain. You'll need special support if you are pregnant and 
feeling stressed, depressed, or anxious. 


CONSIDER THIS... 


An unborn baby is particularly 
vulnerable to high levels of maternal 
stress hormones during the last three 
months of pregnancy when there is a 
major growth spurt in its brain. Get as 
much relaxation and emotional support 
as you can during this time. Pregnancy 
massage has been shown to decrease 
anxiety and stress hormone levels.” 


From seven weeks onward, pleasure-inducing opioids can 
be found in the unborn baby’s bloodstream. What a great 
start in life! However, we also know that if the mother is 
repeatedly very stressed in the last three months of pregnancy, 
excessively high levels of stress chemicals (cortisol and 
glutamate) can be transmitted through the placenta into 

the brain of the unborn baby. 

Some research shows that unborn babies who are 
subjected to overly high levels of stress chemicals can go 
on to have a reduced capacity to deal with stress as children 
and as adults. High levels of stress during pregnancy is 
one of the risk factors for the child for depression and 
vulnerability to drug-seeking in later life.' A baby who has 
been stressed before birth can be a very unsettled baby after 
birth, and parents may have to work extra hard to regulate 
their child’s painful emotional and physical states. If a stressed 
baby receives plenty of calming and soothing parenting—of 
the kind described in this book—his ability to handle stress 
can improve. 

In some cases, too much stress during pregnancy has also 
been shown to affect the genetic unfolding of key emotion 
chemicals and hormones in the unborn baby. This means that 
certain key genes don't do what they are supposed to do; they 
don't move to the right place in the brain. In the male fetus, 
for example, overly high levels of stress in the mother can 
change the impulses of the hormones testosterone and 
estrogen. Research with other mammals shows that male 


TAKING CARE OF YOU 263 


infants may be born with a feminized brain, which can have ( If you are h igh ly 
implications for future sexuality. anxious or stressed 


Alcohol, drugs, and smoking out in pregnancy, 


If you are highly anxious or stressed out during pregnancy, try a head or ” 
take a break. A head or foot massage is a good idea. Don't be foot Massage. 
tempted to resort to alcohol or drugs (other than any that are 

prescribed by your doctor). Taking drugs such as cocaine, 

ecstasy, or speed, or drinking alcohol can change the 

development of an unborn child’s brain. Alcohol also raises 

the level of cortisol in an unborn child. Research shows that 

children of alcoholic mothers can have an overreactive stress 


response system (see HPA axis, page 40) when they are born. 
Brain scans of children with mothers who drank a lot of 
alcohol in pregnancy often show a smaller cerebrum (higher 
brain), with fewer folds. There can also be damage to the 
cerebellum (which controls coordination and movement), 


((} Would 
like a break”? 


Feeling tired during pregnancy 

can have an impact on your existing 
children. Everyday activities such as 
work, shopping, and visiting friends 
can tire you more than you expect 
and leave you short-tempered. Try 

to minimize nonessential tasks; 
consider shopping online and sharing 
child care with family and friends. 
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“(| can feel 

a connection 
with my baby 
already”? 


Celebrating pregnancy can have a 
profound effect not only on you and 
your unborn child, but also on the 
rest of your family. Your sense of 
well-being will be transmitted to the 
people around you. And when your 
baby is born, he is more likely to be 
calm and easier to settle down. 


KNOW 


and to the brain stem (responsible for basic processes such 

as breathing and body temperature). The brain of a child with 
FAS (fetal alcohol syndrome, caused by the mother’s excessive 
drinking) does not fully develop, resulting in mental and 
emotional difficulties. Alcohol consumed during the first 
three months is the most dangerous to the unborn child. The 
US Centers for Disease Control says there is no known safe 
amount of alcohol use during pregnancy or while trying to 
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get pregnant and also no safe time during pregnancy to drink. 
Professor Peter Hepper at Queen's University, Belfast, has 
found that consuming just one glass of wine suppresses fetal 
behavior and, worse still is that the effect continues even after 
the alcohol is out of the woman's system.* 


If you smoke during pregnancy, you are 
subjecting your developing baby to harmful 
nicotine, tar, and carbon monoxide 

You are also reducing your baby’s oxygen supply. Research 
shows that smoking in pregnancy can also lead to altered 
structures in some parts of the baby’s brain and altered brain 
functioning, putting the baby at risk of developing behavior 
problems and learning difficulties. Pregnant women who 
smoked more than ten cigarettes a day were significantly 
more likely to have a child who developed a conduct disorder. 
Children with mothers who smoked in pregnancy also had Research shows that breast-feeding is great for 

a higher risk of alcohol or substance abuse, and of depression, — 2 mother’s mood oe it he oe A 
in later life. So make the effort to stop.5 Mothers who smoked Aided helps a 
during pregnancy are also advised not to co-sleep with their soothe her baby. Breast-feeding also gives the baby 
baby (see page 74). essential polyunsaturated fatty acids, which can 


enhance the production of key brain chemicals in 
the higher brain, namely dopamine and serotonin. 


Fal li ng in love with your baby... or not However, some studies have shown that both 


breast-feeding and bottle-feeding, when holding 
If all goes well during and after delivery, your brain will the infant next to your calm body, lower stress 


naturally release high levels of oxytocin (see page 86). This se wisn Hoh slgnificant.diferences between 
can make you feel blissed out, deeply at one with your baby 
(and deeply in love), and deliciously lacking in stress. In 
postpartum depression, the release of early bonding 
chemicals is blocked, but with professional help you can get 
them flowing again. If not treated, postpartum depression can 
in turn adversely affect a child’s stress hormone levels, sleep, 
eating, and immune system. Postpartum depression affects 
about one in every ten mothers, and antidepressants and/or 
counseling usually work very well. These get your positive 
arousal and mood-stabilizing chemicals working properly 
again and lower stress hormone levels. 
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Now that you have children 


Along with the joy of parenting comes lots of hard work. Your job is to 

take care of not just your child’s physical needs, but also for his emotional 
and psychological ones. Being constantly on duty can take its toll on you. 
Responding to the signs of stress in yourself is an essential parenting skill. 


After several hours of taking care of young 


children, you may long for peace. If you have 
a few spare minutes, make an effort to do 
something that feels self-indulgent. Refueling 
like this can enable you to stay calm and able 
to empathize with your children. 


A day in the life of a parent 
Imagine a typical day taking care of your three-year-old child. 
He has just got a new toy—a big red bus—and you 
enthusiastically amplify his delight in it. Then he jumps on 
top of you and wants 10 minutes of rough-and-tumble play. 
You know that this kind of play is great for his brain, so how 
can you refuse? Next, you give him a cookie and he is 
distressed when he breaks it. He bursts into tears because 
he wants you to fix it. When you explain that you can't, 
he throws a cup of milk on the floor. Now you need to find 
a good way to tell him that this isn’t acceptable behavior. 
Later, you help your child to come to terms with the fact 
that he can't bring his pet frog into the living room. You also 
stop a kicking fight with his brother. You are starting to feel 
weary, but your child wants you to watch him press the “toot 
toot” button on his yellow truck. He looks at you expectantly, 
waiting for you to say “wow, and when you do, it brings a big 
grin to his face. That smile is great for you too, but when he 
asks you to watch him for the eighteenth time, it’s starting to 
feel a bit wearing. Despite this, you know that attention and 
praise is so good for establishing positive chemical arousal 
systems in your child’s brain, so you do it again and again. At 
bedtime, you have to help your child manage his rage about 
going to bed. And, in addition to all of this, you may also 
have other children who need you in similar ways. 
After several hours spent with young children, you long 
for peace. So what's happening to you? Well, you can only 
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regulate your child’s brain for so long without needing some ( Feeling frazzled, 
emotional regulation yourself. In neuroscientific terms, you angry, an d ex p losive 
are biochemically “dysregulated.” Your bodily arousal system 
(see page 44) will also be out of balance, adding to your 
feelings of stress. 


is a sign that you 
are biochemically 
dysregulated. ?? 
Are you dysregulated? 

Feeling frazzled, angry, and potentially explosive when 

your child behaves badly is a sign that you are biochemically 

dysregulated. Instead of using your higher brain to reflect on 

the best response, your RAGE system in your lower brain 

keeps getting triggered. Your higher brain is flooded with 

stress chemicals and, as a result, you lose the skills of empathy 

and clear thinking. You feel like screaming! 


My know 
| have to 
stay calm”? 


Your role of emotional regulator is 

to help your child to deal with his 
unmanageable emotional intensity in 
order to make it tolerable for him. In 
so doing, you will be helping him to 
establish pathways and systems in his 
brain that will enable him, eventually, 
to do this on his own. When children 
have not received effective emotional 
regulation, later life can be very hard. 
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Food to enhance your mood 


Some of the key chemicals that influence your emotions are manufactured 
from the food you eat. By eating specific foods, and avoiding others, you can 
help to control or enhance the way you feel, both physically and emotionally. 
Eating regularly also helps to control your mood and sense of well-being. 


Eating a varied, balanced, nutritious diet is 
important for everyone, especially busy parents. 
Certain foods are essential for the production 
of key brain chemicals, and without them, 

you may feel miserable and tired. 


If you know which brain chemicals are manufactured from 

which foods, it can really add to your potency as a parent. For 

example, when you find yourself overreacting to your child’s 

behavior, ask yourself, “Is my child annoying me because 

of a stressful situation, or am I short of some key vitamins?” 
Emotion chemicals work in symphony, but it’s a very 

sensitive symphony. If one chemical is a bit low, it can 

affect the others, making you feel miserable. You can make 

positive changes to the chemical balance in your brain 

by eating specific foods. 


Eating to keep your mood stable 
Serotonin is responsible for improving mood, emotional 
stability, and sleep quality. When people have a low serotonin 
level, they can feel depressed, aggressive, and anxious. 

Tryptophan is the building block from which serotonin 
is made, and it comes from food. You can make sure you get 
enough tryptophan by eating plenty of bananas, bread, pasta, 
and oily fish, such as salmon and mackerel. You can also take 
fish oil supplements. 

For the brain to manufacture serotonin effectively you 
also need to eat foods that contain vitamins B, and B,,, and 
folic acid (B,). Good sources include bananas, avocados, fish, 
vegetables, baked potatoes, chicken, and beef. You can also 
take vitamin B supplements (the B vitamins all work as a 
group, so take a supplement that includes B,, B,, B, B,,, and 
folic acid). Vitamin B, is especially important in serotonin 


production—just one milligram too little, per day, can badly 
affect your emotional state. Research shows that when some 
depressed people take enough of vitamins B, and B,,, their 
depression goes. Sleep quality improves, too. As you get older, 
you need more of vitamins B, and B,, because you absorb 
these vitamins less well with age. The B vitamins also 
contribute to the manufacture and release of GABA, which 

is a key antianxiety chemical in the brain (see page 44).® 


Food to keep you motivated as a parent 
An optimum level of dopamine, in combination with other 
brain chemicals, is key to ensuring that you have the necessary 
psychological drive to want to engage fully in life and with 
your children. When dopamine is strongly activated in your 
brain, it can counteract the negative impact of the minor 
stressors that are an inevitable part of bringing up children. 
When dopamine is not optimally activated in your brain, 

you can feel lethargic, irritable, and depressed, with a lack 

of motivation to organize interesting things for your children 
to do that you would also enjoy. 

To make dopamine, the brain needs tyrosine, which is 
present in protein foods such as fish, meat, nuts, and cheese. 
You also need essential minerals and vitamins. While food 
cant actually strengthen the activation of dopamine in the 
brain, it is vital to sustain optimal levels.? 


Food to help you stay stable under stress 


Oily fish contains an omega-3 fatty acid called 
docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). DHA is a very powerful player 
in brain chemistry. It forms about half of all the fat in brain 
cell membranes. It is needed to build and preserve pliable 
brain cell structures so the brain can work effectively, and so 
that chemical messages can be sent throughout the brain with 
ease. DHA has been shown to improve mood by boosting 
serotonin levels. Again, DHA is obtained only from your diet. 
Research on fish oil consumption in different countries has 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


If you feel exhausted, consider 
whether it is just interrupted sleep, 
or are there other causes? Have 
you eaten properly? If you don't 
have a steady supply of glucose to 
the brain, and enough of the 
protein needed to form positive 
arousal chemicals in your brain, 
you will feel tired. 

Have you been inside all day? 

A change of environment—being 
with stimulating, energized people; 
taking a walk; or doing something 
interesting to activate your brain’s 
SEEKING system (going to a lively 
coffee shop or a movie)—can all 
raise your dopamine levels. 

Don't go to bed stressed. If you 
do, the high levels of cortisol may 
wake you up in the early hours. 
Take a relaxing bath or snuggle 
with your partner. 
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“( Non-breakfast- 
eaters are twice 

as likely to feel 
depressed and four 
times as likely to 
be anxious. )? 


(| need 
breakfast ?? 


A protein-rich breakfast will boost 

your tyrosine levels, and improve your 
concentration and problem-solving skills. 
People who eat a full breakfast are much 
more effective and creative throughout 
the day."" Milk and yogurt, for example, 
are good sources of protein. 

The type of carbohydrate that you eat 
is also important. Whole-wheat bread is 
preferable to white bread, which supplies 
energy for only about an hour. After this 
you'll experience a slump in your mood 
and energy levels. Complex carbohydrates 
such as oats make your blood glucose 
levels rise slowly for a few hours, which 
provides you with sustained energy and 
can stabilize your mood. 


shown that as fish oil consumption goes up, depression rates 
go down." In fact, the lower your DHA level, the more severe 
your depression may be. Many people's diets are badly lacking 
in DHA. So when you eat oily fish or take DHA supplements, 
the brain is likely to grab most or all of it. 

Sardines, salmon, tuna, mackerel, and cold-pressed linseed 
oil or flaxseed oil are rich in DHA. You can take DHA in the 
form of a fish oil supplement, but read the label before you 
buy anything because some supplements contain only 
eicosapentaenoic acid (EHA). You need more DHA as you get 
older. Also, DHA levels are depleted by alcohol and smoking. 


Feeling good throughout the day 

Not eating properly or making poor food choices can have 

a dramatic effect on your day. If you skip meals, or rely on 
caffeine or sugary snacks to keep you going, you will feel 
anxious, irritable, and will lack energy around your children. 
The following rules make good sense: 

Eat a good breakfast and lunch Research shows that non- 
breakfast-eaters are twice as likely to feel depressed and four 
times as likely to be anxious as people who eat at the start 

of their day.'* Not eating breakfast means that your blood 
glucose level remains low. Your brain can't function well in 
this state, and your adrenal glands respond by releasing high 
levels of adrenaline and cortisol, which can make you feel 
anxious and edgy. 

« Avoid sugary snacks and drinks Eating cookies or candy 
bars, because you haven't had time to feed yourself properly, 
is the worst thing you can do. After the initial release of 
pleasure chemicals in your brain, it's downhill all the way. 

On an empty stomach, sugary food sends your blood sugar 
levels really high. Your body then releases insulin to drop 
them down again, but this often means sugar levels fall to a 
level much lower than before you ate the food. This can make 
you feel tired and irritable with the children, with all those 
negative feelings commonly triggered by hypoglycemia. 

¢ Snack on fruit or protein To give you (or your children) 
an energy boost, eat some fruit instead. Fruit has a different 
sugar in it, called fructose. This does not trigger the insulin 
release. Carry a banana in your bag since this snack will boost 
your levels of tryptophan, the substance needed to make the 
mood-stabilizing chemical serotonin, and will offer you a 
slow release of sugar into the blood, keeping you going for 

a while. Nuts can be a good snack, too, activating tyrosine, 
which is key to manufacturing the positive arousal brain 
chemical dopamine. 

« Eat carbohydrate foods in the evening This activates 
tryptophan in the brain, a key component in serotonin. 
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A protein-rich lunch of meat or fish helps your 
body to make tyrosine, which will sustain optimal 
levels of dopamine in your brain. This can make 
you alert and focused for the rest of the day. If 
you have a carbohydrate-rich lunch, you may feel 
sleepy in the afternoon. 
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Optimal levels of serotonin help regulate sleep. If you want 
yourself and your children to feel sleepy, avoid high-protein 
bedtime snacks. They can keep you awake. 
« Drink six glasses of water a day Water is vital to flush out 
waste products. If you don't drink enough, the waste products 
stay in your system, making you feel tired, sluggish, and 
lethargic. Don't use thirst as a barometer of when you need 
water; by this time, you are already dehydrated. 
¢ Consider supplements It can be difficult to ensure that 
your diet has enough of the minerals and vitamins essential 
to the manufacture of mood-stabilizing and positive arousal 
brain chemicals—so vital for managing the stress of 
parenting. As one researcher states, “It would take 46 cups 
of spinach a day to reach your optimum level of vitamin E, 
or 8 cups of almonds.’ In various parts of the world, including 
the US, the daily diet is often lacking in the vital trace 
element selenium. Low selenium levels are strongly linked 
to anxiety, low energy, irritability, depression, and fatigue." 
Co-enzyme Q,, helps convert food into energy. We have 
lower levels as we get older, so supplements, used carefully, 
are sometimes necessary. Stress also depletes vital minerals 
and vitamins. 
« Drink camomile tea Camomile is a mild sedative. It acts 
on the benzodiazepine receptors in the brain, producing 
a calming antianxiety effect. It is ideal for drinking before 
bedtime and throughout the day, instead of caffeinated 
beverages such as coffee. 


What else will help to 
improve my mood? 


Go for a walk in the sun. Gray skies are linked to low 
levels of serotonin in the brain, which can make 
people feel depressed. Also, reduced exposure to light 
may result in a deficiency of dopamine; so you can be 
less alert, lack get-up-and-go, and suffer from poor 
concentration. Vitamin D from the sun is absorbed 
through the skin, so it is useful to walk outside 
everyday. Low vitamin D contributes to feelings of 
depression, and levels can plummet in the winter. 


Is coffee a bad idea? | need 
at least four cups a day. 


Your child woke up at 6.30am and you feel tired, 

so you reach for the coffee to try to feel at least half 
human. Caffeine, found in coffee, tea, carbonated 
drinks, and some analgesics, is one of the most 
popular mood-altering drugs. Caffeine can raise your 
mood and makes you feel more alert, motivated, and 
energized, because it stimulates noradrenaline, 
adrenaline, and dopamine in the brain and raises 
glucose levels. It blocks adenosine, a brain chemical 
that makes you feel sleepy and helps you to sleep. 
Caffeine tolerance varies from person to person and 
in terms of the time of day. Drink it with food and, in 
moderation, it can give you a lift. Drink it on an empty 
stomach and there can be real problems. After the 
initial high, there will be a drop in glucose levels, 
leaving you feeling tired, depressed, or easily irritated. 
Also, the more caffeine you drink, the more you 
require just to feel normal. It’s called “down regulating.” 
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Why refueling is necessary 


Emotional refueling is necessary to bring your brain and body’s stress 
chemicals back to a base rate. If you don’t emotionally refuel, and instead just 
keep going without a child-free break, you can end up feeling chronically 
stressed and bad-tempered. This will, consequentially, have an effect on your 
children, who will feel stressed by your stress, which can lead to bad behavior. 


Take regular breaks. If you don’t take time 

for yourself, you may end up feeling irritable, 
moody, anxious, and prone to anger most of the 
time. Stress can also damage the quality of your 
sleep, making you feel tired during the day. 


Refueling means quality child-free time doing something 
relaxing and enjoyable just for you, instead of quick, short- 
term fixes with side effects, such as alcohol or cigarettes. Any 
parent, however skilled, who moves into a stoic “soldier-on” 
mode, without emotional refueling, will end up with a 
negative brain chemistry and body hyperarousal. Key signs 
that you need refueling include finding yourself increasingly 
irritated and short-tempered with the children, with less and 
less inclination to play with them, spontaneously cuddle with 
them, and praise them. Rather than seeing them as a delight, 
you start to experience them as a set of demands. With 
practice you can become skilled at recognizing the signs 

of biochemical dysregulation in your brain; namely, the rise 
of stress chemicals and the lowering of positive and mood- 
stabilizing chemicals such as dopamine and serotonin. 


What is emotional refueling? 

There are two main types of emotional refueling: 
autoregulation and interactive regulation. Autoregulation 
means you do something by yourself to change your brain 
chemistry, such as reading a book, going out for a walk, or 
relaxing in a nice warm bath. Interactive regulation means 
spending quality time with other people, such as your partner 
or your friends. In order to stay emotionally healthy as human 
beings, we need lots of both of these on a regular basis." 


Why quick fixes don’t work 


Some people turn to harmful ways of dealing with the stress 
of parenting, such as drinking alcohol and smoking cigarettes. 


Although both of these habits may offer an immediate solution, 


they can have serious long-term consequences. 


So why do we find drinking alcohol and smoking 
so alluring? 
Alcohol activates GABA (see page 44), an antianxiety system 
in the brain. It also briefly boosts serotonin and dopamine, 
so you can feel more socially confident, alert, and relaxed. 
But too much alcohol can soon lead to the opposite of the 
desired effect. When you drink too much, your oxytocin, DHA, 
tryptophan, and glucose levels all fall, so with low blood sugar 
and low serotonin, you can plummet into a very low mood. 
After a few drinks, alcohol can start to seriously 
deactivate higher brain functions such as our speech and 
emotion-regulating functions. When this happens, the lower, 
or mammalian, brain is left in the driver’s seat; so it is easy to 
see how people who drink too much can become angry, 
violent, or depressed. It is this takeover by the lower brain 
that accounts for the fact that much domestic violence and 
child abuse is alcohol influenced. 


Smoking triggers acetylcholine (an excitatory 
brain chemical) and dopamine, and stimulates 
the adrenal glands, activating adrenaline 
As a result, you feel more alert, motivated, and clearheaded. 
It also activates niacin, which supports GABA, so you feel less 
anxious. It slows the heart rate and helps muscles relax. Some 
research also indicates that the sucking motion of smoking 
activates oxytocin, just as a child’s sucking on a pacifier does. 
But of course, both these quick fixes come with a life- 
threatening price tag, so you need to find a method of 
emotional refueling that is not actually bad for your physical 
or mental health. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Getting out of your home for a 
break can be rewarding for the 
whole family. Fresh air, sunshine, 
and space can calm both parents 
and children. There are many 
studies showing that physical 
exercise can release endorphins 
and dopamine. Exercise also 
brings down high levels of the 
stress chemicals adrenaline, 
noradrenaline, and cortisol. 
Aerobic exercise can make you 
feel more alert due to more 
oxygen to the brain. One study 
found that sedentary people were 
more depressed than people who 
exercised regularly, and had lower 
levels of endorphins and higher 
levels of stress hormones. 
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Restoring balance 


You've recognized the signs of stress, low mood, and a negative brain 
chemistry. Your children are starting to get on your nerves and you feel like 
exploding at things you normally take in stride. Now it’s time to take 
action. Here are the activities that can bring down your stress chemicals. 


Activities that calm you down 

When you find an activity that calms you down and makes 
you feel relaxed, it means that your brain is probably releasing 
the wonderful antistress chemical oxytocin. The scientist 
Uvnas Moberg, who has written extensively about oxytocin, 
says, “We can choose activities and pursuits that release the 
oxytocin stored in our own inner medicine cabinet. We have 
this wonderful healing substance inside us and only need 

to learn the many ways we can draw upon it. This natural 
healing nectar provides an antidote to the negative effects 

of a fast-paced lifestyle marked by stress and anxiety.’® 
Research shows that oxytocin can: 

« Have an antianxiety effect 

CONSIDER THIS... « Lower blood pressure and pulse rate 


Research has shown that the + Prevent the bloodstream from being flooded 
following activities can stimulate 


oxytocin, an antistress chemical: 


with stress hormones 


@ Meditation + Help the body digest food efficiently 

Acupuncture « Reduce agitation 

© Massage or physical affection « Increase ability to be social. 

srYoga Once you find an activity that makes you feel calm, make a 


Taking a warm bath 
Spending time in light, such as 
daylight or good artificial lighting. 


point of doing it on a regular basis. For example, have a 
weekly massage rather than a once-a-month massage, or set 
aside time for yoga every weekend. This will keep your 
oxytocin at optimum levels. Alternatively, choose an activity 
such as sitting in a beautiful garden or park, which will lower 
bodily hyperarousal and activate the calm and centered 
branch of your autonomic nervous system (see page 44). 


One of the best ways to lower stress levels is 

to spend time with emotionally warm adults 

It can be easy to focus on the chemical changes you can 

get from particular foods or activities, and forget about 

the ultimate mood changer—being with great people. A 
stimulating conversation with the right person can lower your 
stress chemical levels and activate optimal levels of dopamine 
and noradrenaline. Time with a loved one in whose company 
you feel very safe and at ease can also strongly activate the 
opioids in the brain, giving you a wonderful feeling of well- 
being. If it’s a physically affectionate relationship, these 
opioids will have an even deeper effect on you, because of 
the sensitizing effects of oxytocin on the opioid system. This 
chemistry is arguably the most emotionally replenishing of 
all, as we know from the sheer bliss that can come from 
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(() feel calm 
and relaxed”? 


Yoga can lower blood pressure. Yoga 
movement calms the body by activating 
the vagal nerve system (see page 45). 
Research shows that yoga releases an 
antianxiety chemical GABA (gamma- 
aminobutyric acid) and so enables us to 
feel a real sense of calm.” 

Meditation can lower blood pressure, 
anxiety, and cortisol levels in long-term 
meditators. It can also calm the 
overactive stress response system 

in the brain, by calming the amygdala 
(the system in the lower brain that 
detects threat)." 


“(Time with a loved 
one in whose company 
you feel very safe can 
give you a wonderful 
feeling of well-being. ”? 
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(CA crucial skill is 
to recognize when 
you are frazzled. )? 


CONSIDER THIS... 


It’s important to figure out who the 
people in your life are who emotionally 
dysregulate you; in other words, who 
activate high levels of stress chemicals 
and send your body into a state of 
hyperarousal, People who commonly 
emotionally dysregulate other people 
are those who “talk at you” in lengthy 
monologues, or who are very anxious 
or agitated, or who offer little 
reciprocity in their interactions with 
you. They rarely, if ever, ask you how 
you are, or show any curiosity about 
your life, or they use you as their 
emotional regulator (or worse, as a 
therapist), but never show you any 
empathy for the problems in your life. 


luxuriating in the arms of someone we love. So take time 

to have a comforting phone conversation with a friend, a 
long lie-down on the sofa with a loved one, and lots of 
exchanges full of warmth and laughter. You will be able to 
meet the most challenging of child behavior calmly and with 
the capacity to think well when stressed. 


As a parent, a crucial skill is to recognize when you are 
frazzled and emotionally dysregulated (see page 267) and 
in need of the emotionally replenishing qualities of adult 
company. Every parent needs other adults around if they are 
to remain calm and in control. Don’t wait until you feel 
isolated, depleted, exhausted, and depressed before you start 
seeking adult company. 


However much you enjoy the company of your 
children, it’s only emotionally aware adults who 
can give you the emotional regulation you need 
This is because emotionally aware adults have developed the 
higher brain functions of compassion, empathy, and concern 
and the ability to find the words to express these. Such adults 
may also have developed good vagal tone (see page 45), which 
means their bodily energy and physical presence is calming 
to be around, too. In parenting, emotional regulation must 
always be a one-way process, so it is never appropriate to 
treat your child as your little confidante or therapist. It takes 
children all their time to manage their own feelings without 
having to manage yours as well. 


Sometimes your nearest and dearest are not 

the best emotional regulators for you 

They may be people who are biochemically dysregulated 
most of the time, because of lack of sufficient emotional 
regulation in their childhood and no counseling or therapy to 
change this. As a result, they may be anxious, angry, or 
depressed a lot of the time, so being in their company will not 
activate the chemicals in your brain which promote a sense of 
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emotional well-being. It’s a question of identifying which “ It is never 
people in your life can calm and soothe you, and then making appropriate to treat 


sure you get enough time with them. your child as your 


You'll need special support if your child’s strong little confidante 
feelings trigger your own childhood pain or therapist. ” 
Some parents successfully manage to cut off from painful 

feelings about their own childhood. Then, when they have 


“(It’s good to 
talk to you”? 


If you are mostly alone with your 
children, no one is providing you with 
the vital emotional regulation you need 
in order to lower your bodily arousal levels. 
Enjoying time with other adults can 
change your brain state from stressed 
to calm; for example, you could join 
parent groups to meet people. 
Cultures in which a family group or 
whole village brings up a child are very 
good for the emotional health of both 
parent and child. The same is true for 
groups in many animal species. 
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(AN child’s intense a child, it all comes flooding back. The child’s intense feelings 
feeli ngs can trigger can trigger emotional pain, which the parent had successfully 
: : buried for years. If this happens, the child’s crying or raging 
emotional pain, : 
; tantrums can make you feel desperate or explosive, or want 
which the parent to lash out with words or physically. 
had successful ly If you feel like this often, first check that your emotional 
buried for years. ” state is not due to one or more of the other causes we have 
looked at for the disruption of the brain’s positive chemical 
balance, such as fatgiue, hunger, poor diet, too much coffee, 
or too much time on your own. If you are sure it’s none of 
these, it may be a childhood memory. Don't expect to have 
a clear memory of what's being stirred up in you now. In 
infancy, the brain can store sense memories (for example, 
sensations, feelings, and images), but it is not yet wired to be 
able to store “event memories”>—“Mommy did that to me, or 
said this to me.” So, if as a baby you were left screaming and 


no one came, you won't remember the “event” of this, only 


(| can't 
do this all 
by myself?? 


You will need special support 

as an emotional regulator for your 
children if you are alone with them for 
most of the time. A large number of 
isolation studies show that spending too 
much time alone without human 
interaction causes a drop in positive 
arousal chemicals and a rise in stress 
chemicals. One study found that isolation 
is more of a health risk than smoking." 


the sense of desolation and desperation. If you feel like this 
often, the best thing you can do is seek counseling or 
psychotherapy (see page 282). If you have labeled your child 
as “bad” or see him as some kind of enemy with whom you 
are locked in constant battle, it’s also a good idea to get some 
therapy for you, or parent-child therapy. 


You will also need special support if you suffer 
from depression or postpartum depression 
Clinical depression is different from the depression of a 
passing mood that affects most people from time to time. 
Depression is an illness in which the brain keeps pumping 
out more and more stress chemicals, and you can't turn the 
pump off. This then blocks the release of positive arousal 
brain chemicals. The result is a form of hell on earth.?° The 
world loses all its goodness. Not even that lovely smile from 
your child, or your partner telling you he loves you, makes 
you feel good. You lose interest or pleasure in all or almost all 
activities. You can have problems sleeping, or you sleep too 
much. You have feelings of worthlessness, and excessive and 
inappropriate guilt. You don’t enjoy your children and yet you 
can be plagued by a dread of something awful happening to 
them. Clinical depression can also block the CARE system 
and the PLAY system in the lower brain, which robs you of 
your maternal feelings and your desire to be playful or 
physically affectionate with your children. 

So if you think you might be depressed, don't blame 
yourself, or suffer alone. Go to your doctor and explain how 
you are feeling. Research shows that antidepressants and 
counseling or psychotherapy in combination are the most 
effective treatment. 


Loss or trauma is another reason for needing 
special support in your role as a parent 

If you are in pain or have a lot of stress in your life at the 
moment, your feelings will find their way into your parenting. 
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CONSIDER THIS... 


Teachers, like parents, need 
interactive regulation if they are to 
emotionally regulate the children in 
their care. Ideally, all teachers would 
therefore receive a regular massage 
and counseling. Also, teaching as part 
of a team would mean that teachers 
could bring each other the interactive 
regulation they need (see page 274). 
For many children who haven't 
received warm, emotionally regulating 
parenting, school provides a second 
chance to develop their emotional and 
social brain. If teachers are chronically 
stressed, the children in their care 
don't receive this second chance. 
These are vital considerations for any 
government and education system. 
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Maybe you are reeling from the effects of losing a loved one, 
moving or a new job. Research shows that trying to brush 
feelings about major life events under the carpet won't work. 
What's more, like it or not, children are barometers for 
parental stress and anguish. In fact, the right frontal lobe is 
so acutely aware that it can pick up on emotional atmospheres 
and suppressed feelings in another person in milliseconds. 
A child’s unspoken reaction to your stress can come out in 
bad behavior, in a neurotic symptom (phobia or obsession), 
or in a bodily symptom such as sleep, food, or bed-wetting 
problems. Some emotionally eloquent children are able to 
speak about it. As Emma, six, said, “It’s really difficult 
to have my feelings when Daddy is having his all the time.” 
Research shows that parental emotional baggage can much 
too easily result in children suffering from depression, 
anxiety, or problems with anger now or in later life.?" Again, 
the solution is for you to go for counseling or psychotherapy. 


What can therapy and counseling do? 
Psychotherapy is a catchall term for many different types 
of talk therapy, all of which help you understand how your 
own childhood is still affecting you now. Counseling tends to 
be shorter term and more problem focused, but can also 
involve helping you understand what you are feeling in 
terms of how you think about yourself and other people 
in your present and past. If you did not receive enough 
compassion, understanding, and consistent emotional 
regulation from your parents, it’s not too late. You can get 
this from good therapy. The “plasticity” of your higher brain 
means that it is still able to change, even in adulthood. 
Good therapy can offer you powerful emotional 
interaction through which you can establish effective stress- 
regulating systems in your brain. It can also put an end to 
habitual negative emotional states, which cause you to feel 
repeatedly anxious, angry, or depressed. For some people, 
therapy enables them to feel truly calm and at peace with 


| find my child’s intense 
emotions really stressful. 
What can | do? 


Some parents find it difficult to bear their child’s 
intense emotions, and may not understand that 
they are appropriate to the child’s age and 
development. This is usually because of a lack of 
sufficient emotional regulation in the parent’s own 
childhood, which has left him or her believing that 
intense feelings are “dangerous.” As a result, such 
parents can find themselves repeatedly wanting 
their child to have only “nice feelings,” punishing 
developmentally appropriate expressions, and leaving 
the child to deal with unmanageable feelings by 
himself. Again, psychotherapy or counseling for the 
parent is such a gift for the child. It will enable you 
to manage your child’s emotional intensity, rather 
than giving him the message that passion and 
excitement are unacceptable. 
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mi 
LP" 


TRY THIS... 


Spend time with people you care 
about. Warm, meaningful interactions 
with others bring your brain chemistry 
and body arousal level back to an 
optimum state. Hugs and warm, 
affectionate touches with your partner 
trigger the release of oxytocin. This 
gives you a warm, calm feeling. 


i 


themselves for the very first time, due to the calming of the 
amygdala and development of effective stress regulatory 
systems in the frontal lobes.” 


People often say, “The past is the past.” But when 
you have suffered an agonizing loss, or if you had 
a painful childhood, this is exactly what it is not 
The past will only be the past when it is remembered in the 
present, with someone who can make it safe for you to think 
about your early life. This is the role of a counselor or 
psychotherapist. Research shows that adults who “own” their 
emotional pain do not reenact the emotionally inadequate 
parenting they experienced themselves.” You can't usually 
get this level of emotional regulation from a friend, partner, or 
relative because these relationships are two-way. A therapist is 
there for you alone. 

Perhaps we should finish with a quote from six-year-old 
Jamie, whose mother needed therapy after the death of her 
father. One day Jamie said to his teacher, “Today, I am 
walking on air with my very happy face.” When asked why, he 
said, “Someone's helping my Mommy with all the bad weather 
in her heart. It was making my family very cold and wet!” 


Key points 


¢ Be good to yourself when you are 
pregnant—if you are stressed, your 
unborn baby will be stressed, too. 


¢ As a parent you spend a lot 

of time regulating your child’s 
emotions. Remember that you also 
need emotional refueling, with quality 
child-free time and interactive 
regulation from calm, soothing adults. 


¢ Don’t be stoic. If you keep going 
despite feeling stressed, your 
children will sense your negative 
brain chemistry and this can affect 
their behavior. 


¢ Find activities that trigger the 
release of the brain’s natural calming 
chemicals. These include yoga, 
massage, meditation, and lying in 
the arms of someone you love. 


¢ If you are really struggling, talk 
to your doctor or to a counselor 
or a psychotherapist. 
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Useful addresses 


Administration for Children & 
Caregivers 

Web: www.acf.hhs.gov/help-for-parents 
If you are a parent, legal guardian, 
caregiver, or concerned citizen, ACF can 
connect you to information to help you 
care for the children or teens in your life. 


Afterschool Alliance 

Tel: 866-KIDS-TODAY 

Web: wwwaafterschoolalliance.org 
Serves as an information source on 
afterschool programs and resources. 


American Academy of child & 
Adolescent Psychiatry 

Tel: 202-966-7300 

Web: www.aacap.org 

Provides a national list of accredited child 
psychologists and information and 
research on mental health issues affecting 
children and adolescents including on 
post traumatic stress disorder. 


Child Care Aware 

Tel: 800-424-2246 

Web: www.childcareaware.org 
Information and support for working 
parents. 


Head Start 

Web: www.nhsa.org 

Provides comprehensive child 
development services to economically 
disadvantaged children and families. 


Helpguide.org 

Tel: 24-Hour Parent Helpline: 888-435- 
7553 

Tel: Crying Baby Hotline: 1-866-243- 
2229 

Support and self-help options you can 
understand with hotlines for immediate 
help. 


MedlinePlus (Child Mental Health) 
Web: www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ 
childmentalhealth.html 

Provides information on children’s mental 
health issues including when to seek help 
for your child. 


National Association of Child Care 
Resource & Referral Agencies 

Web: www.naccrra.net 

Offering child care and parenting 
information and resources to families and 
connecting families to local child care 
resource and referral agencies (CCR&R) 
services. 


The National Board for Certified 
Counselors 

Tel: 336-547-0607 

Web: www.nbcc.org 

Provides a referral line for certified 
counselors. 


National Healthy Mothers, Healthy 
Babies Coalition 

Tel: 703-837-4792 

Web: www.hmhb.org 

Improving the health and safety of 
mothers, babies, and families through 
education and collaborative partnerships 
of public and private organizations. 


The National Organization of Mothers of 
Twins Clubs 

Tel: 248-231-4480 

Web: www.nomotc.org 

Provides support and information for 
families of twins, triplets, and more. 


Parents without Partners 

Tel: 800-637-7974 

Web: www.parentswithoutpartners.org 
Offers information and support for single 
parents. 


Postpartum depression (WebMd) 

Tel: 0870 443 5252 

Web: www.webmd.com/depression/ 
postpartum-depression/ 

Support and information for woman with 
postpartum depression. 


Postpartum Support International 
Tel: 800-944-4PPD 

Web: www.postpartum.net 

Support for woman suffering from 
postpartum depression. 


USEFUL ADDRESSES 


Stopbullying.gov 

Tel: 800-273-TALK (8255) 

Web: www.stopbullying.gov/ 
Provides ways to identify, prevent, and 
respond to bullying. Also offers a kids 
website. 


Stopbullying.gov (Cyberbullying) 
Web: www.stopbullying.gov/ 
cyberbullying/ 

Provides ways to identify, prevent, and 
resport cyberbullying. Also offers a kids 
website. 


The Women’s Bureau 
Web: www.dol.gov/wb 
Government agency dedicated to the 
concerns of women in the labor force. 
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